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W ell, it’s that time of year again.  What time?  Cold 

time.  Yes, the somewhat dreaded cold season is 

upon us once again, as we find ourselves scurrying to find 

“the perfect footwear” that will allow us to run “as though” 

we were barefoot yet offer just enough protection that we 

don’t lose a few toes in the process.  Well, you know and I 

know that there is no such thing as a barefoot running 

shoe, but when times call for it, we try to do the best we 

can with what is available to us to simulate barefoot run-

ning as much as possible. 

     For this reason, we have worked hard to put together 

this Minimalist Footwear Review & Buyer’s Guide.  We have collected reviews on the 

best, most well-known minimalist footwear out there from some of the best, most well-

known minimalist footwear reviewers out there.  I’m sure you will find it a handy re-

source that will answer many of those questions that come up this time of year:  What 

should I get?  How thick is the sole?  Will I still be able to feel the ground?  How much 

do they cost?  Well, in this issue of Run Free, we have answered these questions and 

many more. 

     The comments found in 

these reviews are not neces-

sarily those of the Barefoot 

Runners Society.  We at 

the BRS feel it is best to 

learn your healthy barefoot 

running form first—one 

that will be most likely 

unique to you, and don 

minimalist footwear as/

when needed.  Jason calls 

this Footwear As Tools.  I 

call it FAT.  ;-)  We also 

know not everyone is up to 

or able to follow this rec-

ommendation,  whether  it 

be due to a medical condition, difficult terrain, or harsh temperatures.  In that case, 

it’s even more important to find the right minimalist footwear for you. 
 

     We realize that minimalist footwear has a purpose, a good one, and we are here to 

help support you in making the most informed, healthy decision possible when it comes 

to finding the right (dare I say it?) “shoe” for you. 

Run Free, 

Tamara Gerken 

Barefoot TJ 

Photo courtesy of Samuel Duregger of www.Sam.Duregger.net 

Our Vision 
 

To offer resources that unite barefoot and minimalist run-
ners from around the country; 
 

To promote barefoot running around the country and at 
race events as a competitive sport; 
 

To educate the running public on the health benefits of 
barefoot and minimalist running; 
 

To dispel the myths associated with barefoot running that 
negatively impact the sport. 

http://www.Sam.Duregger.net
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Shoe weight:  3.17 oz each; 6.34 oz per pair 

Upper material:  Nubuck and mesh with Velcro closure 

Sole material:  Puncture-resistant rubber 

Sole thickness:  1.33mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:   

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined; reports of good 

Cost:  $80 

Availability:  Increasing 

OEM:  www.Feelmax.com 

Reviewed at:  www.RunningAndRambling.com/2009/09/

feelmax-niesa-shoe-review.html 

Feelmax Niesa 
Reviewed by Donald Buraglio 

 

 

 

I f you ever had a doubt that barefoot running (not to 

mention the Internet, but that goes without saying) 

could bring the world closer together, consider the story of 

Feelmax. 

     Feelmax is a small family-owned company from the 

middle of Finland.  It was established in 1993 but found its 

niche with the introduction of their functional toe socks in 

1999. 

(Coincidentally, 1999 is the same year that Injinji started.  

So how come one company became so popular, while you‘ve 

likely never heard of the other one?  Actually, that‘s a trick 

question—because identifying the ―popular‖ company de-

pends on what side of the Atlantic you‘re on. Feelmax has a 

loyal following overseas, but since they have a hard time 

showing up at Northern California ultras, they‘ve re-

mained under the radar of most U.S. trail runners—

although I suspect the balance of power will even out over 

the next several years.) 

(And one more tangent, since I‘m clearly in a parentheses 

mood … can you name the biggest company in Finland? 

There‘s really only one to choose from; the country isn‘t 

exactly an industrial giant.  The answer is at the end of 

this post.) 

     The company operated on a shoestring budget for sev-

eral years, conducting studies with universities and mili-

tary personnel to determine the optimal materials and con-

struction for socks that would allow natural movement and  

strengthen all the small muscles of the feet.  Socks remain 

their primary business, as they now offer eight different 

styles of toe socks for everything from formal dress to ac-

tive wear. 

     I‘ve had the privilege of exchanging e-mails with Jarno 

Pulkka, Vice President and owner of Feel-

max, who is quick to share his enthusiasm 

for the barefoot lifestyle and how our over-

all well being is best served by allowing our 

feet to function with as little restraint as 

possible.  It was a natural progression for 

Feelmax to expand its manufacturing to 

footwear—and since launching their first 

models in 2007, the demand for Feelmax 

shoes has grown so rapidly as to rival their 

sock production. 

     The company has huge growth potential, and after try-

ing their products, it‘s easy to see why.  Jarno was gener-

ous enough to provide two pairs of shoes for review:  the 

Niesa, a casual shoe for today‘s review, and the Osma, a 

running-specific model I‘ll discuss in detail next time. 

     Feelmax has about a dozen different styles of footwear; 

a few models are identified as male or female specific, but 

the majority of their catalog falls under the unisex head-

ing.  The upper of the Niesa looks like a hybrid of a breath-

able sneaker and a comfortable moccasin.  It also bears a 

strong resemblance to the Panka,  Feelmax‘s most popular 

model to date—the primary difference being a Velcro clo-

sure at the top of the shoe instead of the lacing design.  

The styling of the Niesa would blend nicely in any setting 

where sneakers or casual footwear are typically worn. 

     Upon closer inspection, you‘ll notice that the laces on 

the Niesa aren‘t actually for tying; they‘re basically a deco-

rative touch to make the upper look more sneaker-like.  

The rest of the upper is a thin, soft Nubuck and mesh com-

bination that is very comfortable and extremely light-

weight.  The upper also provides some warmth when the 

temperature gets cold—and since it is shaped like a tradi-

tional shoe, you can wear socks with the Niesa to keep 

your toes even warmer if necessary.  (I haven‘t worn socks 

for any of my minimal shoe testing.) 

     It‘s shocking just how light Feelmax footwear is; when 

you pick them up out of the box, they feel like they‘re made 

of cardboard paper.  The overall weight of the entire shoe 

is 90g (3.17 oz.)—making them by far the lightest footwear 

I‘ve tried thus far.  It‘s even 2.5 oz. lighter than Vibram‘s 

FiveFingers KSO, the standard-bearer in minimalist foot-

wear.  It would be incredibly easy to travel with these 

shoes tucked into a handbag or waist pack for convenient 

use if necessary. 

     Of course, anyone can make a lightweight shoe cover—

the question is how well the underside performs.  Fortu-

nately, Feelmax delivers the goods in this department as 

well. 

     Their main goal was to create an outsole that was as 

thin as possible but could still provide puncture protection 

for your foot.  Feelmax collaborated with the Continental 

Tire Company (who also make outstanding bike tires) to 

develop a special puncture-resistant 1.3mm thick rubber 

outsole.  While it‘s not 100% puncture-proof, it gives you 

the same degree of protection as a standard shoe outsole—

http://www.Feelmax.com
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/09/feelmax-niesa-shoe-review.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/09/feelmax-niesa-shoe-review.html
http://www.feelmax.fi/index.php?lang=en
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/07/injinji-performance-socks-review.html
http://www.feelmax.fi/index.php?page=shop.product_details&product_id=23&category_id=28&flypage=flypage_new.tpl&option=com_virtuemart&Itemid=155&lang=en
http://www.feelmax.fi/index.php?page=shop.product_details&flypage=flypage_new.tpl&product_id=27&category_id=28&keyword=panka&option=com_virtuemart&Itemid=155&lang=en
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     The sole is a full 2mm thinner than Vibram‘s, and has 

greater flexibility which provides you with an amazing 

ground feel.  I raved about the FiveFingers‘ ground feel 

previously, but the ground sensitivity of the Feelmax sole 

simply blows it away.  You can detect every single pebble 

in the road and crack in the sidewalk while wearing these; 

in most cases, you can even feel the relative temperature 

and firmness of the surface you‘re walking on. 

     The Niesas have a somewhat smooth sole, and prove to 

be a bit slick on hard surfaces that are wet.  Aside from 

that particular condition, the traction of the outsole seems 

comparable to Vibram KSOs—which is to say, generally 

pretty good, but spotty on downhills with loose surfaces.  

It‘s an interesting comparison:  while the KSO‘s outsole is 

thicker and carved out a bit to improve traction, the Feel-

max outsole is so thin and flexible that it allows the natu-

ral grip of your foot to aid with stability, as it would if you 

were barefoot.  The two designs take different means to 

reach a similar functional end point. 

     Basically, Feelmax shoes are as close as you can come to 

feeling naked on the soles of your feet without actually 

having them exposed.  The primary question that remains 

is durability—more specifically, how long the outsole will 

last before getting worn out.  This was one of the main 

complaints with the Panka model, and Feelmax has made 

this the primary area of focus for the Niesa.  I‘ve only used 

the Niesa as a walking shoe, so I can‘t say that I‘ve logged 

enough miles to expect some wearing yet … but this guy 

has put a lot of miles on his, and is reportedly very satis-

fied with their durability. 

     Overall, I really love Feelmax shoes, and the Niesa is an 

outstanding choice for those seeking a barefoot feel without 

the head-turning response (sometimes good, sometimes 

bad) that wearing Vibrams can trigger.  I‘d feel great about 

recommending them to anyone else who enjoys comfort-

able, casually stylish minimal footwear.  The shoes retail 

for $80, which is comparable to Vibrams, and assuming 

their life span is similar, the Niesa makes a very plausible 

alternative for everyday wear. 

     Having said that, I found a few minor frustrations when 

trying to shop for these shoes: 

1.)  The Feelmax website is really cumbersome to navigate. 

Some product pages have manufacturing specs, while oth-

ers don‘t, and it‘s hard to compare product information by 

jumping quickly from one page to another.  Worst of all, 

the website doesn‘t sell products in U.S. dollars at this 

time. 

2.)  Amazon.com carries the Panka, which was the precur-

sor to the Niesa—but there were significant quality up-

grades made between those two models, so I can‘t say that 

I‘d recommend paying the same price for the Panka as I 

would for the Niesa.  Amazon doesn‘t carry the Niesa yet 

(UPDATE! Now they do.), so … 

3.)  Another place to find the Niesa online for U.S. distribu-

tion is from Extreme Outfitters, which looks to be a mili-

tary supply store; not exactly the folks I‘d expect to carry 

tree-hugger footwear, but that‘s beside the point… 

     As the brand becomes more well-established, hopefully 

their distribution will improve to make it easier for U.S. 

consumers to buy Feelmax products.  Of course, if you ever 

happen to find yourself in Maaninka, Finland, you can just 

drop by corporate headquarters and pay them a visit in 

person.  If you do, say Hi to Jarno for me; he seems like a 

pretty good guy. 

     That brings me to one final thought—as well as the an-

swer to the trivia question near the top of this post.  Jarno 

is clearly devoted to both promoting the barefoot lifestyle 

and making his company succeed, and he‘s an optimist on 

both fronts.  Or, as he put while sharing his company his-

tory with me in one of his e-mails: 

So the future looks really promising.  In 

Finland, there is only one big brand and it’s 

Nokia.  The second one will be Feelmax.  :) 

     I sincerely hope he proves to be right. D 

Shoe weight:  4.23 oz each; 8.46 per pair 

Upper material:  Mesh 

Sole material:  Puncture-resistant rubber 

Sole thickness:  Outsole—2.11mm; insole—2mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:   

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $80 

Availability:  Increasing 

OEM:  www.Feelmax.com 

Reviewed at:  www.RunningAndRambling.com/2009/09/

feelmax-osma-shoe-review.html 

Feelmax Osma 
Reviewed by Donald Buraglio 

http://barefootted.com/2009/01/running-in-seattle-with-feelmax-shoes.html
http://www.feelmax.fi/index.php?lang=en
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B002LL3WB0?ie=UTF8&tag=runniandrambl-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B002LL3WB0
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B002QFM7TO?ie=UTF8&tag=runniandrambl-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B002QFM7TO
http://www.extremeoutfitters.us/feelmaxniesa.aspx
http://www.Feelmax.com
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/09/feelmax-osma-shoe-review.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/09/feelmax-osma-shoe-review.html
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B arefoot runners eventually get accustomed to turning 

some heads. 

     Whether it‘s shocked looks of disbelief from neighbors, 

unsolicited comments from passersby on the road, or 

amused stares from nearby drivers, going without shoes 

triggers the freak reaction in a great deal of the general 

public. 

     For all their benefit and comfort, Vibram‘s FiveFingers 

only slightly mitigate this knee-jerk response from people; 

in fact, in many cases it only makes the situation worse. 

After all, going barefoot is one thing—but spending 80 to 

90 bucks to buy shoes that make you feel barefoot is a 

strange equation for a lot of folks … especially when said 

shoes are often referred to as gorilla feet by their owners.  

And while most Vibram users (myself included) adore their 

beloved footwear and would defend them to the mat, there 

are certainly some times when we‘d rather not make a 

spectacle of ourselves. 

(Yes, I‘m aware that many VFF owners totally enjoy the 

shocked stares and questions they get while wearing them, 

but I would think that answering the same questions over 

and over again would eventually get tedious.  Maybe that‘s 

just me.) 

     So wouldn‘t it be great if there was minimalist footwear 

that could actually pass for a standard running shoe?  

Something you could use for training in your neighborhood 

without attracting unwanted attention or wear in races 

without standing out in the crowd?  Feelmax has developed 

just such a shoe, called the Osma. 

     Ever since the company‘s debut, customers have used 

Feelmax footwear for running, even though the styling of 

most of their models is not ideally suited for the activity; 

for example, the Panka and Niesa models sit up relatively 

high on the ankle, while lower-profile models like the 

Kuusa might not reliably stay on the foot in tricky condi-

tions.  Last winter, in response to customer demand, Feel-

max set out to make a running-specific model while main-

taining the overall lightness and superb ground feel that 

distinguished the brand. 

     They did a lot of prototype testing with their high-use 

customers, collecting feedback to see what worked and 

what didn‘t.  They brainstormed with their manufacturers 

to develop materials that could handle the demands of high

-mileage runners.  And they went back to the drawing 

board a few times to make sure they got everything right. 

     The result of all that labor is the Osma, which is a slight 

departure from their previous models but with the same 

Feelmax characteristics that its users love.  They launched 

it at the Outdoor Fair in Germany this past July, and it 

will be available for the general public in spring or summer 

2010.  (Updated Feb ‗10:  they‘re now available at Gifts-

FromFinland.com.) 

     One of the primary differences with previous Feelmax 

models is in the outsole:  instead of the 1.3mm thickness of 

the Niesa, you have 2.1mm on the Osma.  (If you can feel 

the functional difference in 0.8mm, you‘re way more tacti-

cally aware than I am.)  There is also a removable—it‘s 

glued in the forefoot, but easy to detach if desired—2mm 

insole that could potentially increase the thickness to 

4mm, which is still thinner overall than the Vibram KSO‘s 

3.5mm outsole and 2mm insole. 

     This outsole was the result of multiple prototype tests 

with Continental (the tire company), and it retains the 

same traction and puncture-resistance of any other Feel-

max model.  And despite the increased thickness, the out-

sole is still remarkably flexible, allowing your feet to grip 

the ground for improved stability. 

     The Osma‘s upper has traditional shoe styling (it‘s a 

very Euro look, in my opinion—not that there‘s anything 

wrong with that) that is extremely comfortable and breath-

able with ventilation that is noticeably cooler than the Ni-

esa.  The laces on this model are actually functional, which 

helps dial in the snugness of the shoe to your preference.  

When I first wore the shoes, I had one mild pressure spot 

where the back of the upper contacted the bottom of my 

ankle on the outside, but this issue resolved after a short 

breaking-in period. 

     The thicker sole and new upper materials combine to 

increase the weight of this shoe slightly—120g (4.23oz) for 

the Osma compared to 90g (3.17oz) for the Niesa—but 

again, if you can tell the functional difference in 30g, 

you‘re a far better detective than me.  From a weight and 

performance standpoint, this shoe gave me almost the ex-

act same feel as the Niesa, in a package that looks for all 

the world like a regular old running shoe. 

     For those times when you want a true minimalist 

trainer but would rather blend in with the crowd, the Feel-

max Osma will be an outstanding option.  Sometimes it‘s 

better to let your feet do all the talking. D 

http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/08/vibram-fivefingers-review.html
https://www.giftsfromfinland.com/product-category.php?ID=21&Subcat_ID=80
https://www.giftsfromfinland.com/product-category.php?ID=21&Subcat_ID=80
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Shoe weight:  3-4 oz each; 6-8 oz. per pair 

Upper material:  None; polypropylene/Nylon laces 

Sole material:  Vibram Cherry rubber 

Sole thickness:  4mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  You determine 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined; potential thousands 

Cost:  $19.95-$24.95; $49.95 custom 

Availability:  2-3 weeks back order 

OEM:  www.InvisibleShoe.com 

Reviewed at:  www.BarefootRunningUniversity.com/ 

2010/04/08/invisibleshoe-com-huarache-review-simple-

cheap-effective 

Invisible Shoe Huaraches 
Reviewed by Jason Robillard 

     The advantage of huaraches is inherent in the design.  

The sole material ―floats‖ under your sole.  The sandal al-

lows your foot to work as if barefoot but still offers some 

protection.  Every other minimalist shoe will somehow 

encase your foot, which leads to some degree of interfer-

ence.  The very design of huaraches is different.  It is as if 

someone is perpetually throwing a thin mat in your path.  

There‘s a reason this shoe is used by the Tarahumara…  

the design is simple, cheap, and effective. 

     Huaraches have some very distinct advantages.  The 

cost is great.  Steven sells do-it-yourself kits for $19.95 or 

$24.95, depending on foot size, or he will make a pair for 

$49.95.  He does great work if you choose to have him 

make a pair, but anyone would be able to make their own 

using the kit.  They are marginally more expensive than 

aqua socks, but have the potential to last for thousands of 

miles (aqua socks will usually last about 100-300 miles 

under normal use.) 

 

 

 

     Huaraches are feather-light.  I don‘t have a scale handy, 

but they seem to weigh about 3-4 ounces each.  The lack of 

weight adds to the feeling of being barefoot. 

     Huaraches do not interfere with foot function.  If tied 

properly, the shoe will float on the sole of your foot.  There  

H uaraches… so simple, yet so complex.  For some bare-

foot runners, they are the perfect shoe.  For others, 

they are a source of endless frustration.  I‘ve tried making 

my own pair, which put me in the latter category.  I had 

given up on huaraches, until I met Steven Sashen of Invisi-

bleShoe.com.  After testing his custom-made huaraches, 

I‘m firmly ensconced in the former category. 

     Steven‘s huaraches, like all huaraches, are very simple.  

They consist of a piece of flat 4mm Vibram ―Cherry‖ rubber 

attached to the foot with a polypropylene/Nylon lace.  I was 

somewhat skeptical of the use of non-leather cord for the 

lacing, but it turned out to be a great idea.  It‘s softer than 

leather and doesn‘t change when it gets wet.  As a result, 

Steven‘s huaraches work better than leather-laced huara-

ches in wet weather. 

     Steven provides a video on his site instructing custom-

ers on methods used to tie huaraches.  He uses two meth-

ods—the traditional ―toga‖ method I was familiar with, and 

a ―slip-on‖ method I was not familiar with.  Steven sells 

kits along with custom-made huaraches; I opted for the 

custom-made variety.  He pre-ties them in the slip-on 

method.  Upon receiving them, the method looked pretty 

complex.  After watching the video and actually doing the 

method, I found it to be deceptively simple. 

     I‘ve put these huaraches through my normal battery of 

tests.  I‘ve worn them for long runs at slow speeds and  

short runs at high speeds.  I‘ve worn them on asphalt 

roads, gravel roads, technical trails, grass, and sand.  I‘ve 

run through water and mud.  The result—these huaraches 

work. 

http://www.InvisibleShoe.com
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/2010/04/08/invisibleshoe-com-huarache-review-simple-cheap-effective/
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/2010/04/08/invisibleshoe-com-huarache-review-simple-cheap-effective/
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/2010/04/08/invisibleshoe-com-huarache-review-simple-cheap-effective/
http://www.invisibleshoe.com
http://www.invisibleshoe.com
http://www.invisibleshoe.com/how-to-make-huaraches/
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is nothing to interfere with toes splaying, the arch func-

tioning as it should, or any other sort of motion control.     

Huaraches are ultra-portable.  When rolled, they can easily 

fit anywhere.  As a result, these shoes are going with me on 

my very long barefoot runs.  If I encounter problems and 

need shoes, these will be perfect as they will not take up 

valuable space in my hydration pack.  I‘m also planning on 

carrying these with me for all my barefoot ultras for the 

same reason. 

     Huaraches do have some disadvantages.  The greatest 

disadvantage—tying.  It is very easy to tie huaraches.  It is 

more difficult to learn to tie them so they work well for you.  

The biggest problem tends to be the cord between the first 

and second toe.  When many people first use huaraches, 

they tie them too tight and the cord cuts into the skin.  

Once you do some experimenting with fit, tying becomes 

second-nature.  There is a learning curve, though. 

     Huaraches are not good winter shoes.  The basic design 

is best used without socks.  The addition of socks (I tried 

Injinji) really interfered with the function of the huaraches.  

I suspect this occurred as a function of improper tying.  

Still, I would not recommend these shoes for winter run-

ning. 

     Lastly, huaraches require pretty good form.  If running 

on trails or gravel, huaraches requires the foot to land ver-

tically without any forward shearing force.  Otherwise, 

gravel or other debris may be scooped up between the rub-

ber and your foot.  I like to think of this as a great training 

tool, but many would consider it to be a disadvantage. 

     My recommendation—If you are a barefoot runner or 

plan on running barefoot, you need a pair of huaraches!  I 

think the vast majority of people who try them will love 

them.  In the event you are in that minority that just does-

n‘t dig the huarache feel, it will only have set you back $20.  

If you do fall in love with them, you‘ll have found a dirt-

cheap shoe solution that will last for years.  I would place 

Steven‘s huaraches behind Terra Plana‘s EVO and Vi-

bram‘s KSO as far as my favorites, but the cost makes this 

a must-have tool to keep in everyone‘s stable of minimalist 

shoes. D 

 

Jinga 
Reviewed by Donald Buraglio 

Shoe weight:  8.8 oz. each; 17.6 oz. per pair 

Upper material:  PVC/polyester 

Sole material:  Outsole—recycled PVC; insole—EVA 

Sole thickness:  Outsole—4mm; insole—2mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:   

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $64 

Availability:   

OEM:  www.JingaShop.com 

Reviewed at:  www.RunningAndRambling.com/2009/11/

jinga-shoe-review.html 

I f you had told me that this barefoot shoe series would 

eventually entail my delving into the world of Brazilian 

dance wear, I would have never believed it.  And yet, that‘s 

precisely where today‘s review has led us. 

     Furthermore, I‘m not entirely convinced that Jinga is 

primarily a footwear company; it‘s more like an enterprise 

that was created to bring about social change while enrich-

ing as many lives as possible, who somehow decided to 

start making footwear along the way.  It‘s one of the more 

colorful corporate stories I‘ve heard in this whole series,  

http://www.jingashop.com
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/11/jinga-shoe-review.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/11/jinga-shoe-review.html


9 

 

 

 

and this is perhaps the company who makes the biggest 

direct impact on the targeted beneficiaries of its humani-

tarian outreach.  But first, the name. 

     There‘s a Brazilian colloquialism called ginga, which 

is a descriptive term describing the joyful, intangible 

aspect of someone‘s personality; something that Ameri-

cans might describe as spirit, energy, charisma, style, or 

joie de vivre (OK, that one‘s French, but you know what I 

mean.) all rolled into one.  Ginga is an individual sense 

of personal expression that makes each one of us unique. 

     Brazilians believe they have ginga in abundance, 

which gives them the natural grace and fluid energy they 

proudly display on soccer fields and dance floors all over 

the world.  Jinga shoes (the company name is spelled 

differently for easier pronunciation) are seemingly made 

with that purpose in mind; the company‘s FAQ page in-

cludes testimonials from salsa instructors and perform-

ers describing how ideal the footwear is for many forms 

of dance.  They‘re also the footwear of choice for at least 

two world-famous (at least, according to the website—I‘m 

stretching beyond my realm of expertise here) salsa 

dance troupes. 

     And remember what I said about their shoe business 

being something of an afterthought?  That comes from 

the website as well: 

     We are a social enterprise.  Where 

regular companies are driven first and fore-

most by financial targets, our goals are 

social as well.  Our purpose is not just to 

run a successful business, but also to pro-

vide opportunities and social development to 

disadvantaged young people in Brazil.  All 

our profits are reinvested for social pur-

poses—both within our company, to improve 

the environmental and social impacts of our 

products and our supply chain, and also out-

side our company, providing funding assis-

tance for Julio Otoni, a social project for 

young people and teenagers in a low income 

area of Rio de Janeiro. 

company is trying to make the world a smaller, happier 

place, here‘s one more item to consider:  in addition to their 

footwear enterprise, the owners host another business 

called Jingando Holidays; it offers vacation packages 

where you get a guided tour of the city, participate in out-

reach projects benefitting impoverished kids, and take as 

many hours of dance instruction as you‘d like in all the 

coolest nightspots in Rio. 

     Considering all that ... can you see why it‘s hard for me 

to stay focused on footwear?  So let‘s finally take a look at 

these shoes. 

     Jinga shoes are purely minimalist footwear with no 

heel, no arch, and no cushioning in the outsole.  They com-

bine a lightweight synthetic and mesh upper with a super 

thin and flexible outsole for a shape that feels like a dance 

slipper but looks like a classic sneaker*.  The color 

schemes available have a distinctively Brazilian character:   

vibrant, colorful, and fun.  They may not get you through a 

day at the office, but they‘ll be a conversation starter as 

soon as you‘re off the clock. 

(*Full disclosure:  My wife thinks they look like bowling 

shoes.  Needless to say, it’s not the first fashion-related dif-

ference of opinion we’ve ever had.  Since it’s my review, I’m 

calling it a sneaker—but feel free to weigh-in in the com-

ments.  If consensus goes her way, my wife will love you for 

it, and I’ll never hear the end of it.  On second thought ... 

maybe I shouldn’t encourage comments so much.) 

     The outsole is made of recycled PVC, like the pipes that 

carry water to your outdoor sprinklers.  At its thickest 

point, the outsole is a mere 4mm thick, giving you superb 

ground feel.  Wavy traction stripes on the bottom provide 

surprisingly good traction, and the outsole is flexible 

enough that your foot naturally employs the same toe and 

forefoot grip that it uses when walking barefoot.  However, 

the outsole material and means of construction are de-

signed to minimize friction, so you can glide smoothly and 

stay light on your feet during your samba or soltinho rou-

tines.  (I‘m learning all kinds of new Brazilian words 

lately). 

     So Jinga is not just about shoes; it’s 

about creating and making the most of oppor-

tunities, about bringing colour into people’s 

lives, progression, fun, and individuality 

and trying to get the best out of life for 

everyone as far as we can make that happen. 

     Seems like a company you can feel good about support-

ing, doesn‘t it?  And if that doesn‘t convince you that the  

http://www.jingashop.com/index.asp
http://www.jingashop.com/faqs.asp
http://www.jingandoholidays.com/
http://www.jingashop.com/jinga_shop.asp
http://www.jingashop.com/jinga_shop.asp
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     The shoes come with a 2mm insole for those who like a 

little bit of cushioning, but I found that I much prefer them 

with the insoles removed.  Even with the insole, the entire 

shoe weighs 250g, which places it second only behind Feel-

max for lightweight footwear. 

     Ironically, even though they make a nearly perfect mini-

malist running shoe, the Jinga website does not recom-

mend using the shoes for running.  When I questioned one 

of the owners about this, she admitted that their recom-

mendation was based on a comparison to traditional ath-

letic shoes (and traditional heel-striking runners).  I‘ve 

mentioned before how the barefoot running movement has 

taken several companies by storm, and Jinga is a classic 

example.  They now realize the potential new market they 

have, and they‘re revising the language on their website to 

indicate that their footwear is perfectly suitable for bare-

foot or minimalist runners. 

     I‘ve gone running in my Jingas and experienced no is-

sues with overall durability or traction on the asphalt.  The 

lacing system allows you to dial in your desired snugness, 

and the lining of the upper is comfortable enough that I 

can wear them without socks, with no chafing or blister 

issues.  I prefer, however, using these more as an everyday 

shoe, for casual outings when I want to stay ―nearly‖ bare-

foot in something that looks like a standard sneaker*.  (*Or 

bowling shoe.  Whatever.) 

     At the moment, Jinga doesn‘t have any retailers in the 

U.S.  Although prices on their website are advertised in £, 

the payment provider does a conversion to American dol-

lars for you, and the 39.99 pounds converts to about 64 

U.S. dollars.  Jinga already enjoys a fair number of custom-

ers from the States and Canada, and they‘re looking to get 

a presence in some North American stores and e-vendors in 

the next year. 

     I find myself really pulling for them to succeed.  The 

company‘s stated mission is to help everyone bring out 

their unique ginga, and they do it in a way that is both 

enriching for people and protective of the planet.  If karma 

has anything to do with it, Jinga is a company that has a 

lot of dancing days ahead of them. D 

Kigo Shel 
Reviewed by Jason Robillard 

Shoe weight:  5 oz. each; 10 oz. per pair 

Upper material:  CYCLEPET 

Sole material:  Outsole—carbon; insole—EVA 

Sole thickness:  3mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  Slightly narrow 

Heel height:  2mm 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $50 

Availability:   

OEM:  www.KigoFootwear.com 

Reviewed at:  www.BarefootJason.blogspot.com/ 

2010/05/kigo-shel-minimalist-shoe-review.html 

T he Kigo Shel is a minimalist shoe that has not re-

ceived the attention some other minimalist shoes 

have.  This is unfortunate because this shoe, while not de-

signed specifically as a minimalist shoe for running, is a 

very good option worth considering. 

     Before I begin, I must always add the disclaimer—I am 

a barefoot runner.  My preference is to always run bare-

foot.  I view shoes as a tool to help run when conditions are 

not conducive to barefoot running because of weather or 

terrain.  For me, the perfect minimalist shoe must have 

two qualities:  it must have a flat, thin sole that will allow 

me to feel the ground. and it must allow toes to splay when 

the foot comes in contact with the ground.  I will assess the 

Shel based on this premise. 

At First Glance—The Shel looks somewhat like a high 

quality aqua sock (or beach shoe depending on naming 

convention).  The shoe consists of a slightly flexible upper 

and a rubber outsole.  Some have compared their appear-

ance to rock-climbing shoes. 

Close Inspection—Upon close inspection, the quality is 

much greater than aqua socks.  The upper material is not 

as stretchy, the sole is thicker and of a much higher qual-

ity rubber, and the stitching is excellent.  The shoe is very 

light. 

The Fit—I received the largest pair Kigo makes:  size 

11.5.  This pair is slightly too small.  Even with the insole 

removed (my standard practice), my feet had little extra 

room.  While it was possible to get a feel for the shoe‘s per-

formance, it would be difficult to run more than 15-20 

miles due to foot swelling.  Regardless, the fit closely ap-

proximates my Vibram Treks.  The shoe hugs your foot like 

a glove.  This allows your foot to move in a very natural 

way with minimal interference from the shoe. 

Sizing—The Shel runs small.  Normally, a size 11.5 would 

have ample room.  The 11.5 Shel is snug.  I would recom-

mend ordering at least one size larger, maybe even 1.5.  

They will stretch a bit, but a larger size will allow for 

slightly better ―barefoot‖ performance. 

Toe box—The toe box is slightly narrow.  The material 

and sole did allow my toes to splay but not to the degree of 

Vibrams or Terra Plana Vivo shoes.  If I were to make one 

single improvement to the shoe, I would add a few millime-

ters to the toe box width. 

http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/09/feelmax-niesa-shoe-review.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/09/feelmax-niesa-shoe-review.html
http://www.KigoFootwear.com
http://www.barefootjason.blogspot.com/2010/05/kigo-shel-minimalist-shoe-review.html
http://www.barefootjason.blogspot.com/2010/05/kigo-shel-minimalist-shoe-review.html
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Sole—The sole appears to be relatively thick but proves to 

be somewhat deceptive.  At its thickest point below the 

heel, the sole measures about 3mm.  Ground feel is better 

than expected but not great.  It is on-par with Terra 

Plana‘s Evo and Vibram‘s Treks.  The one disappointing 

feature—the heel is raised about 2mm above the forefoot.  

This slight heel raise is noticeable.  The sole would be 

MUCH better if it were a uniform thickness close to the 

thickness of the forefoot area. 

Traction—The traction is excellent on asphalt and con-

crete and very good on wet surfaces.  Traction on trails is 

not as good; it is about the same as Vibram‘s KSOs. 

 

 

Durability—Durability is almost impossible to predict.  I 

rarely wear my review shoes for more than 100 miles.  As 

such, my durability assessment is more of a construction 

quality assessment.  Having said that, I believe the Shel 

should last longer than most traditional running shoes.  

Quality is definitely much higher than even the best aqua 

socks I‘ve encountered.  The materials, stitching, and con-

sistency are all top-notch.  I would be curious to hear more 

reports of this shoe‘s long-term durability. 

Price—The retail price of the Shel is $49.99.  This is one 

of the most pleasant aspects of this shoe.  I would consider 

this to be a serious minimalist running shoe.  Compared to 

its competitors, this shoe is a very good value. 

Conclusion—The Shel is one of the better minimalist 

running shoes I have encountered.  For barefoot runners 

looking for a good shoe to approximate barefoot running, 

the Shel would be a very good choice.  The shoe could use 

some improvements to make it more effective.  The toe box 

could be widened slightly, and the raised heel could be 

eliminated.  I would also like to see larger sizing.  Being 

limited to size 11.5 (closer to 10.5 in actual sizing) elimi-

nates a large chunk of potential customers.  This shoe 

would be ideal for people with smaller feet who either do 

not like the articulated toes of Vibrams or cannot find 

them due to availability issues.  The price is very good con-

sidering the quality and the cost of competing shoes.  I 

would give these shoes my stamp of approval. 

     Look for Kigo‘s new line to be released soon.  The new 

line will feature some models with a wider toe box which 

will result in an even better minimalist running shoe. D 

* Product provided by the manufacturer. 

Shoe weight:  4.2 oz each; 8.4 oz. per pair 

Upper material:  None; leather or hemp laces 

Sole material:  Vibram Neoprene rubber; naked or suede 

foot bed 

Sole thickness:  6mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  You determine 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  Naked top—$49.95; copper brown suede top—

$64.95; naked top with hemp and leather laces—$54.95; 

copper brown suede top with hemp and leather laces—

$69.95 

Availability:  Slight backorder 

OEM:  www.LunaSandals.com 

Reviewed at:  www.BarefootRunningUniversity.com/ 

2010/08/27/barefoot-teds-luna-huaraches-a-review 

Luna Sandals 
Reviewed by Jason Robillard 

F or a barefoot runner, I spend an inordinate amount of 

time testing shoes.  Even though I prefer to run bare-

foot , there are times when the protection of shoes is a wel-

come luxury.  Sometimes shoes are an absolute necessity.  

My philosophy of shoe-use is simple—run barefoot when 

you can.  If you need the protection of shoes, use the most 

minimal shoe for the job.  The only way to assess the best 

shoe for any given situation is to test all options repeat-

edly. 

     Over time, huaraches have proven to be a great catch-

all solution for almost every situation requiring shoes.  

The genius of the huarache sandal is the simplicity of 

function.  It is a piece of material suspended below your 

foot with a piece of binding material, usually leather or 

twine. 

     With every other minimalist shoe, some element of the 

shoe design interferes with foot function.  Vibrams un-

naturally separate your toes, and fit can be an issue as 

your foot must conform to the predetermined shape.  EVOs 

are snug around the ankles which limits some movement.   

http://www.LunaSandals.com
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/2010/08/27/barefoot-teds-luna-huaraches-a-review/
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/2010/08/27/barefoot-teds-luna-huaraches-a-review/


12 

 

 

Racing flats tend to prevent your toes from splaying.  Re-

duced shoes like the Nike Free raise the heel.  Newtons 

have a very thick sole that prevents good ground feel.  

Huaraches suffer none of these problems.  In essence, it is 

the perfect minimalist shoe. 

     I‘ve been using huaraches for about three years.  The 

first pair were homemade.  They were complete garbage.  I 

used them about once a month just for variety, but I did 

not enjoy the fit or feel. 

     Earlier this year, I reviewed a pair of huaraches from 

another manufacturer.  The quality was improved over my 

homemade version, which made a huge difference in func-

tion.  I used these huaraches for a series of long runs with 

great success. 

     About six weeks ago, Barefoot Ted McDonald started 

selling the production model of his latest huarache sandal, 

the Luna.  I have been following Ted‘s fascinating adven-

tures since his days of training for a triathlon using 1890′s 

era equipment and setting a world record for skateboard-

ing distances over a 24-hour period.  He has been produc-

ing huaraches for years.  Ted learned the craft from the 

Tarahumara themselves (as told in Born to Run), and has 

been diligently working for years to improve the design.  

The Luna is the culmination of these efforts. 

     The Lunas have several available options.  They can be 

ordered with or without a suede foot bed.  They can be or-

dered with leather laces of various colors, or with hemp 

laces.  The sandals are sold in standard U.S. sizes and cus-

tomizable for sizes smaller than 6 or larger than 14 (men‘s 

sizing).  The sandals can also be custom-made if you pro-

vide an outline of your foot.  I opted for the suede top with 

both sets of laces.  Shelly also ordered a pair with the same 

options. 

     They arrived after only three days.  My first impression 

was positive.  The craftsmanship was far better than I ex-

pected.  The Vibram sole material was meticulously cut.  

The suede foot bed was securely bonded to the rubber sole 

material.  The lacing holes were perfectly cut and symmet-

rical.  The sandals were laced with the leather cord, so I 

tested that first.  I laced them on my feet using a slip-off 

method and wore them around the house. 

A Note About Tying—Tying Huaraches is an art.  It took 

a fair amount of experimentation to find the exact amount 

of tension needed on the various parts of the sandal.  One 

loop expends from between your first and second toes to 

the medial side of your foot.  Another loop extends from the 

medial side, around your ankle to the lateral side of your 

ankle.  The final loop extends from the lateral side of your 

ankle and around the original loop.  In essence, the three 

loops form a triangle that suspends the sandal below your 

foot. 

     If the tying is too tight, the cord will cut into the skin 

between your toes.  If it is too loose, the sandal will fall off.   

It takes practice and experimentation to find the perfect 

fit.  Once discovered, the sandals are easily and quickly 

tied.  Unfortunately some people do not take the time to 

find the ideal tying tension and prematurely abandon hua-

raches as a minimalist shoe option. 

     Ted provides directions to tie here (slip on method— 

more or less what I use) and here (traditional—what 

Shelly uses below). 

Yeah...  they’re kinda sexy, too. 

Back to the Review—My early tests around my house 

and yard was pleasant.  The suede foot bed felt great, the 

laces worked well, and the sole material provided a good 

combination of protection and ground feel.  My first at-

tempts at tying were a bit too loose.  After some retooling, 

I found the sweet spot. 

     Since I was recovering from the Burning River 100-

Miler (where I ran 2/3 of the race in huaraches—read my 

novel-length race report), I had to wait a few days to take 

them for a run.  I was curious about the leather laces; my 

other huaraches have Nylon lacing.  My first attempt at 

running was not too successful.  The slip-on knot I used 

was not tight enough to keep the sandals on my feet.  I 

tried re-tying, but I was running with a group.  I didn‘t 

want to hold them up longer than necessary while I ex-

perimented with various tying methods.  I finally took 

them off and ran the rest of the route barefoot. 

     My second attempt was much more successful.  I 

swapped the leather laces for the hemp laces.  Not only did 

the hemp remain snug, but it did not rub quite as much as 

the leather lacing.  The huaraches performed exactly as 

expected.  The sole material was pliable and allowed for 

exceptional ground feel.  Foot proprioception was excel-

lent. 

     Performance on hills was better than expected.  The 

soles do not provide tremendous traction, but the design 

allows you to recognize if your foot begins to slip going 

uphill.  This allows you to subtly shift your weight to 

maximize traction and energy expenditure. 

     I have been using a slightly different downhill tech-

nique lately, which involves bending my knees slightly 

more than my previous method.  The Lunas performed 

well on downhills, also. 

     Some people have commented that the suede foot bed 

would become too slippery when wet.  I purposely chose a 

route that would take me through a stream and mud.   

http://www.barefootted.com/
http://www.lunasandals.com/
http://barefootted.com/2006/08/athlete-of-1890-study.html
http://barefootted.com/2006/08/athlete-of-1890-study.html
http://barefootted.com/2008/06/june-14th-24-hour-ultraskate-iv-world.html
http://barefootted.com/2008/06/june-14th-24-hour-ultraskate-iv-world.html
http://rcm.amazon.com/e/cm?t=theultrstor-20&o=1&p=8&l=as1&asins=0307266303&fc1=000000&IS2=1&lt1=_blank&m=amazon&lc1=0000FF&bc1=000000&bg1=FFFFFF&f=ifr
http://www.lunasandals.com/
http://www.lunasandals.com/
http://barefootted.com/shop/footprints.html
http://shoelessshelbell.blogspot.com/
http://www.barefootted.com/index.php?q=/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=adS1hCuiTe4#t=2m30s
http://barefootted.com/shop/howtowear.html
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_ze1-jVA-Px0/THcHy2-BrGI/AAAAAAAAAcA/u-WJNRxVsZ4/s1600/shelly+in+luna+huaraches.jpg
http://barefootjason.blogspot.com/2010/08/2010-burning-river-100-mile-endurance_05.html
http://barefootjason.blogspot.com/2010/08/2010-burning-river-100-mile-endurance_05.html
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L et me first preface this review by saying that I hadn‘t 

run in any kind of shoe since last November, so I had 

nothing to compare these with apart from my own soles.  

And I‘ve got to say these are a lot prettier than my soles. 

     First, a bit about myself:  I‘ve been running barefoot 

since February.  I started BF due to constant knee pain 

when running in shoes as per most other people.  I‘ve got to 

say, I‘m still pretty rubbish at the BF running lark, as I 

can‘t get past 5 miles due to what I guess is poor form—but 

I‘m determined to get it right and not to pursue the mini-

malist shoe thing until I‘m happy with my form. 

     But…when I saw these funky little monkeys at a sam-

ple sale at a Merrell office at a very low price (I‘m not going 

to say how much, as it‘ll just upset people!)  I couldn‘t re-

sist. 

     Before the test, I ran my usual barefoot 5 miles.  Then I 

slipped the Merrells on for a final mile. 

     The upper is a very soft leather with the inside heel 

area a soft suede.  The rest of the inner is a silky material.  

The shoe is very flexible—I can fold it in half with ease.       

There is no heel rise; nor is there an insole.  They have just 

a small amount of padding underfoot before the Vibram 

sole.  I‘d guess the thickness of the sole plus padding would 

be about 6 or 7mm.  There is a slightly raised arch, but it‘s 

not really noticeable and probably flattens out when pres-

sure is applied anyway. 

     Much to my surprise, the sandal performed much better 

than reported.  The foot bed did become more slippery, but 

it did not dramatically hinder performance.  Even hills 

were easily traversed with the wet, muddy foot bed. 

     If I were using the Lunas for an ultra, I would probably 

use Injinji toe socks to reduce the chances of irritation from 

lacing.  I have previously used this combination for very 

long runs with great success.  I think the design of the Lu-

nas may allow me to abandon the socks, but I haven‘t had 

the opportunity to test this yet. 

Conclusion—It is immediately apparent that Ted de-

signed the Lunas as a performance sandal.  Being a bare-

foot and minimalist shoe ultrarunner himself, his sandals 

MUST be built to withstand the rigors of prolonged run-

ning over difficult terrain.  His craftsmanship is readily 

apparent.  The Lunas are both aesthetically-pleasing and 

designed to be rugged workhorses. 

     I am often asked for minimalist shoe recommendations.  

This is somewhat difficult, as each runner will have spe-

cific preferences.  Having said that, the Lunas are as close 

to the ultimate barefoot alternative as I have found.  Sim-

ply put—they are my minimalist shoe Nirvana.  The Lunas 

simply give you some protection in exchange for a minimal 

reduction in ground feel.  Foot function is not affected.  

Every other shoe on the market today will provide some 

protection in exchange for a loss in ground feel, but they 

also interfere with the foot in some way. D 

Merrell 
Reviewed by Roger Kenrick 

Shoe weight:  5.8 oz (based on size men‘s size 42) 

Upper material:  Leather 

Sole material:  Vibram rubber 

Sole thickness:  6-7mm 

Flexibility:  Very 

Width at toe box:  10cm/4‖ 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/light trails 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  TBA 

Availability:  2011 

OEM:  www.Merrell.com 

http://www.Merrell.com
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     My initial thoughts, as I ran in them were how solid the 

sole felt, not at all like the flat bouncy Converse style shoes 

I normally wear for general walking.  Completely flexible 

but also solid enough to give one confidence that any glass 

or sharp stones ain‘t going nowhere near the skin.  I‘d hap-

pily run on trails in these. 

     Also how noisy they sounded compared with bare feet!  

The slap, slap, slapping came in quite useful though, as it 

sounded just like the online metronome I had been using 

earlier and so was able to judge my cadence better than 

usual. 

     They are very, very light!  I could wear these all day and 

would hardly notice I was wearing shoes.  Extremely com-

fortable too—they fit me like a glove.  I have to say that I 

have pretty narrow feet and heels, but I think the Merrells 

would stretch to fit a wider foot due to the soft leather up-

per.  The toe area is nice and wide, allowing me to spread 

my toes easily. 

     One surprising thing I noticed running in them was 

that I was able to increase my cadence and land even more 

under my hips.  This was a conscious effort that I always 

make running BF, but I could do it much more so shod—I 

guess because BF there is always that subconscious fear of 

catching/scuffing ones toes and tripping perhaps.  In shoes, 

I could experiment and play around with form a bit more.  

Very interesting. 

     So I enjoyed running the mile in them as an experiment.  

I took them off after the mile and ran BF for a couple of 

minutes as a comparison:  the BF felt great!  Weirdly 

lighter considering that the shoes only weigh less than 6 

ounces each!  The ground felt lovely.  No slapping sound.  

People staring.  Aahhh back to normal! 

     Overall, I really like the Merrells.  I think the solid 

leather upper isn‘t going to lend itself to being a full on 

breathable running shoe—but for a quick jog around the 

park in your lunch break they are going to be perfect be-

cause that‘s what these are really—minimalist shoes for 

work or general walking. 

     They also come, I believe, in a more work friendly black 

colour.  I‘ve read that there are to be three versions of 

these shoes—one of which will be the full on breathable 

variety. 

     In conclusion:  Would I recommend them?  Let‘s just say 

that at the next Merrell sample sale I‘ll be at the head of 

the queue! D 

Shoe weight:  Insignificant 

Upper material:  Billboard banner vinyl, flexible fiber-

reinforced PVC 

Sole material:  Billboard banner vinyl, flexible fiber-

reinforced PVC 

Sole thickness:  Insignificant 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  You determine; adjustable 

Paper-Feet Sandals 
Reviewed by John Yohe 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road 

Mileage:  Unknown 

Cost:  $17 per pair 

Availability:  In stock 

OEM:  www.Paper-Feet.com 

Reviewed at:  www.JohnsBarefootRunningBlog. 

blogspot.com/2010/07/paper-feet-sandals-review.html 

A t the Ann Arbor Art Fair, I found an interesting booth 

by the Paper-Feet company, started by some local Ann 

Arborites.  Their idea is ingenious in its simplicity:  They 

buy old billboard ads and cut them up into a design that, 

along with strategically applied Velcro strips, allows for 

‗tabs‘ to be folded up and over the top of the foot, making 

for a super lightweight and super thin, sandal. 

     I thought billboards were printed on regular paper, but 

it turns out, they‘re actually a canvas-like material, which 

is, according to Jimmy, one of their sales reps, ―billboard 

banner vinyl, flexible fiber-reinforced PVC,‖ which is actu-

ally pretty tough.  Walking around in them, I found I could 

still feel street grit but only as ‗bumps,‘ rather than some-

thing ‗pokey.‖  They also cut down, a little on the ‗sand 

paper‘ feel of sidewalks and pavement, though I don‘t mind 

that at all now that my feet are more hobbit-like.  One of 

the tabs comes up between the big toe and second toe and 

ends up as kind of a scrunched up thong, though not un-

comfortable at all. 

     I asked Jimmy how long a pair would last, and he 

showed me the pair he had been wearing regularly for 

three months, and the bottoms, while showing some wear 

(i.e. ,dirt more than anything) didn‘t seem to be even close 

to wearing out or through.  I think, actually, a person could 

even run in Paper-Feet, though at that point I‘d say they 

may as well just go barefoot.  I did have the idea that 

someone could carry a pair during a marathon if they 

weren‘t sure about being able to run the whole way and/or 

if they weren‘t sure if there were rough gravel spots.  It 

would actually be interesting to run a marathon in them to 

see how well they stand up, but at this point, I‘m more 

interested in pushing myself with the barefoot running.  

Unless they sponsored me?  [hint, hint]. 

http://www.Paper-Feet.com
http://www.johnsbarefootrunningblog.blogspot.com/2010/07/paper-feet-sandals-review.html
http://www.johnsbarefootrunningblog.blogspot.com/2010/07/paper-feet-sandals-review.html
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     Their lightweightness is actually why I‘m reviewing 

them here, not for barefoot running, but as an ‗aid‘ to the 

barefoot lifestyle.  Because they‘re so lightweight and can 

literally be rolled or folded up and put in a purse or even a 

back pocket, they would be great for going around town, in 

case a situation came up where I had to be shod.  For ex-

ample, going out to eat;  If the manager really made a fuss 

about my bare feet, I could pull the paper-feet out of my 

pocket and slip them on, hopefully with the whole restau-

rant watching! 

     They look a little odd, but no more odder than VFFs.  In 

fact, most people don‘t seem to notice that I‘m wearing 

paper, and, for example, when I walk into a café, I don‘t 

get the immediate ‗group stare‘ that I do going barefoot or 

even in my VFFs.  They are comfortable, mainly because 

paper is about as thin a layer one could find.  No padding, 

no arch support, almost no nothing.  They‘re the next best 

thing to being barefoot and would work well for those folks 

who just don‘t like getting their feet dirty.  Sometimes af-

ter a long barefoot run, my feet feel a little raw.  These 

would be great for those times.  Best of all, they‘re made 

from recycled material. 

     The cost for a pair is around $15 [now $17].  The Paper-

Feet sandals come in small, medium, and large sizes.  I‘m 

normally an American size 10 and ended up with a pair of 

mediums, though I‘m still playing with the Velcro tabs, 

which seem to have fairly wide ranges.  There‘s no color 

choice per se because the sandals come from the mix of 

colors from whichever billboard canvas the company has 

bought, though they‘ll find you a pair that comes close.  

You can specify if you want something more mellow (I 

chose a black, grey, and white look), or if you like the idea 

of making people notice and freak out a little (a la the 

VFFs), go with something more noticeable, like a bright 

red pair. D 

 

 

Shoe weight:   

Upper material:  Nylon; Lycra 

Sole material:  Outer—Neoprene, Nylon; bottom—

Neoprene, Dura-Tek 

Sole thickness:  2mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:   

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road with care 

Mileage:  Limited 

Cost:  $13.95; $18.95; $34.95—Amphibian 

Availability:  In stock 

OEM:  www.Sockwa.com 

Reviewed at:  www.RunningAndRambling.com/2009/11/

sockwas-review.html 

Sockwa 
Reviewed by Donald Buraglio 

I t‘s usually the simplest ideas that make the most sense. 

     The problem at the heart of every ―barefoot‖ shoe is 

an inherent contradiction:  how does any kind of footwear, 

even those with the most minimal structure possible, truly 

replicate the feeling of not wearing shoes at all? 

     Sockwa‘s answer was the simple one:  They don‘t make 

shoes—they make socks instead. 

     More specifically, Sockwas are reinforced socks that are 

durable enough to wear outdoors but thin and light enough 

to feel like there‘s nothing on your feet.  The company then 

went one step further and infused its socks with color and 

personality, making them a true fashion accessory—

complete with a wide variety of colors and patterns—for 

those who love to tread naturally. 

     Sockwa is based in Southern California, and their prod-

ucts were originally designed as beach wear:  something 

you can slip over your feet before walking across the hot 

sand and that stays securely in place when you decide to go 

play in the waves.  They were quickly embraced by beach 

volleyball and sand soccer players and gradually adopted 

by a larger variety of folks, both for athletic endeavors or 

everyday wear. 

     Although Sockwa‘s design is simple, there is great at-

tention to detail in its construction.  The body of the sock is 

composed of very soft 2mm Neoprene with a more breath-

able Nylon section between the top seams of the upper.  All 

of the seams are made with sturdy flatlock stitching, and 

there‘s a gently compressive feel to the sock.  I found them 

extremely comfortable—so much that I began wearing  

http://www.Sockwa.com
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/11/sockwas-review.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/11/sockwas-review.html
http://www.sockwa.com.p2.hostingprod.com/home
http://yhst-10522719838930.stores.yahoo.net/sockwa-2009-line.html
http://www.sockwa.com.p2.hostingprod.com/design
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Soles after a 5-miler on roads and dirt; 
notice the barefoot wear pattern 

     Clearly, I love using my Sockwas; they seem like one of 

those ―Why didn‘t somebody come up with this sooner?‖ 

ideas where the numerous benefits are obvious at first 

glance.  Having said that, I‘ll mention a couple of potential 

drawbacks: 

1.)  If you wear them as an everyday shoe or slipper, espe-

cially on bare feet, they‘ll acquire a pretty strong funk be-

fore too long.  You can throw Sockwas in the wash (but air 

dry them) just like any other socks—but if you‘re trying to 

stretch a couple more days of use before laundry day rolls 

around, and you happen to have a spouse with a particu-

larly gifted sense of smell … let‘s just say there could be 

some issues. 

2.)  Although I‘ve worn them for several runs, the Sockwa 

sole really isn‘t designed for long term use over hard, abra-

sive surfaces.  (Remember, they were designed for beach 

wear.)  Durability will probably be an issue at some point; I 

certainly don‘t expect to get hundreds of miles out of a sin-

gle pair. 

them around the house as slippers, until my wife put a 

stop to that.  (I‘ll explain in a second.) 

     The best feature of Sockwas is the braided Neoprene 

sole, a mere 2mm thick and designed for use on a variety of 

surfaces.  It feels like you‘re walking around in a pair of 

socks with just a tiny measure of protection from ground 

hazards.  For barefoot runners, this is as close as you can 

come to maintaining the ―naked‖ ground feel while having 

something on your feet for warmth. 

     For me, that‘s the true value of using Sockwas:  they 

will allow me to continue my barefoot running routine all 

the way through the winter.  Mornings in my area of Cali-

fornia have been dipping into the mid 30s recently, which 

is lower than I want to dare venturing out barefoot.  On a 

couple of particularly cold mornings, I wore a pair of regu-

lar running socks under the Sockwas and had no issues 

with my toes feeling chilled 

     Other minimalist shoes that I use provide some 

warmth, but they all have thicker soles than these Sock-

was, which will be my footwear of choice if I want to feel as 

close to barefoot as possible.  I‘ve worn them on all sorts of 

terrain, from asphalt to trails to mud, and they perform 

wonderfully across the board. 

     On the durability front, however, there are two pieces of 

good news.  First, Sockwa is definitely aware of the mini-

malist footwear movement and are developing a model 

with a thin rubber outsole skin (likely TPR or TPU) and a 

venting system specifically designed for runners and other 

athletes.  Target date for the new version is March 2010. 

     Until then, it‘s easy to simply stock up on several pairs 

of Sockwas, because they‘re pretty darn cheap.  They retail 

for $20 from the company website, as well as other online 

vendors like SwimOutlet.com; at that price, even if they 

only last you three months, you could buy a whole year‘s 

supply for 80 bucks. 

     Sockwa‘s stated focus is to create versatile, comfortable, 

minimal footwear that is ―Better than Barefoot‖—and 

while that may be an impossibility in the minds of some 

barefoot purists, the company does an impressive job of 

coming about as close to barefoot as you can get. 

[Note:  The Amphibian model is the newest release most 

suited to running on abrasive surfaces.] D 

* Product provided by Sockwa, Inc. 

Shoe weight:  Road—5.6 oz.; trail—8.7 oz. 

Upper material:  Soft leather 

Sole material:  Vibram rubber 

Sole thickness:  Road—2mm; trail—5mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  You specify 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  500 miles 

Cost:  $87 

Availability:  Custom ordered 

OEM:  www.SoftStarShoes.com 

Reviewed at:  www.RunningAndRambling.com/2010/09/

soft-star-runamoc-update-and-upgrade.html 

Soft Star RunAmoc 
Reviewed by Donald Buraglio 

A  couple of months ago, I described some durability 

issues that have developed over the course of logging 

high mileage on my favorite minimalist footwear.  I also  

http://www.sockwa.com.p2.hostingprod.com/products
http://www.swimoutlet.com/Sockwa
http://www.SoftStarShoes.com
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2010/09/soft-star-runamoc-update-and-upgrade.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2010/09/soft-star-runamoc-update-and-upgrade.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2010/07/things-fall-apart.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2010/07/things-fall-apart.html


17 

 

 

mentioned that my expectation wasn‘t for these companies 

to make 100% faultless products right off the bat but that 

they‘d be receptive to user feedback in order to continually 

improve their overall performance, comfort, and durability. 

     I‘ve been fortunate to participate in just such a user 

feedback process with Soft Star shoes ever since the incep-

tion of their outstanding RunAmoc, and they recently gave 

me another test model that addressed the exact concern I 

made in that durability post:  the way my heel drifted to 

the inside portion of the insole, creating direct ground im-

pact on the perforated leather in the heel region which 

eventually tore into a small hole.At first glance, the new 

version doesn‘t look much different than the old ones, with 

soft perforated leather uppers and generally the same out-

sole footprint as my previous model.  The new addition 

here is in the heel area … 

     The cups provide a thin frame for the heel collar to 

stand up higher on the ankle and stay in place better dur-

ing long runs.  For point of comparison, look at the picture 

above … 

… which now has a small leather heel cup sewn into it.  

This cup was always in the suede RunAmocs, but until 

recently it wasn‘t included in the RunAmoc Lites, which 

happen to be my favorite for ventilation and water man-

agement. 

… and this one from my previous pair of RunAmoc Lites, 

which don‘t have any structure in the heel.  From my 

standpoint, the drawback of a flimsy heel wasn‘t a comfort 

issue but rather the main contributing factor to the dura-

bility issue I had … 

… which was caused by my tendency to land on the inside 

region of the heel.  With nothing to hold the shape of the 

heel, the inner portion of my heel just rolled onto the 

leather immediately adjacent to the insole and eventually 

wore a hole in it. 

     Although I don‘t have as many miles on the new pair 

yet, this is what the insoles look like after about 100 miles 

of trail running: 

     The imprints of both heels are beautifully centered, 

meaning that the heel cups helped me stay in the middle of 

the insole—and by extension, on the middle of the outsole 

as well.  I‘d be quite surprised if I experience the same 

breakdown in this pair of RunAmoc Lites as I did with my 

initial pair. 

     Speaking of that initial pair, at one point I suggested 

that I‘d keep logging mileage on them just out of curiosity 

for how long they‘d last, but I sort of put that task on the  

http://www.softstarshoes.com/index.cfm?aff=60019
http://www.softstarshoes.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=product.display&Product_ID=1342&aff=60019
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_vAqRGOQ17I8/TDPSIRX0iNI/AAAAAAAAK8k/9E980y0itFA/s1600/IMG_0100.JPG
http://www.softstarshoes.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=product.display&Product_ID=1344&aff=60019
http://www.softstarshoes.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=product.display&Product_ID=1342&aff=60019
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back burner, especially once I had a new pair of mocs to 

test (not to mention other products for upcoming reviews).  

To this point, I‘ve put about 600 miles on them, and the 

outsoles are worn down enough that my traction on steep 

hills or loose dirt is noticeably compromised.  So let‘s just 

say you can reasonably expect to get more than 500 miles 

on a new pair of RunAmocs, which is favorably comparable 

to what you‘d expect from any other training shoe on the 

market. 

     As far as new RunAmoc Lites are concerned, Soft Star 

has decided to implement the heel support on all of its 

shoes from this point forward.  It‘s a small tweak that‘s 

made a very noticeable difference in the overall quality of 

the moccasin and makes an already very good product even 

more impressive. D 

Shoe weight:  5-6 oz each; 10-12 oz. per pair 

Upper material:  Suede; leather 

Sole material:  Layer of Kevlar 

Sole thickness:  3mm 

Flexibility:  Very 

Terra Plana Vivo Barefoot Aqua 
Reviewed by Jason Robillard 

I  have to preface any shoe review with this disclaimer:  

I‘m a barefoot runner.  I only use shoes in extreme tem-

peratures, extremely rugged terrain, or when running in-

doors at an establishment that disallows barefoot running 

(like my local YMCA).  I do wear shoes at work (I‘m a high 

school teacher), during the winter, and when frequenting 

most businesses.  As such, I am always searching for shoes 

that allow me to run in extreme conditions and wear casu-

ally. 

     I‘ve known about Terra Plana‘s Vivo Barefoot line for 

some time.  As a teacher of barefoot and minimalist shoe 

running, I‘ve done a lot of research on shoe options.  How-

ever, I never tried them myself.  I‘m a pretty skeptical per-

son.  Their claim to be a ―barefoot shoe‖ seemed to be akin 

to Sylvia Browne‘s claim of being able to see peoples‘ fu-

tures—it‘s just clever marketing to bilk money from unsus-

pecting saps.  I was contacted by the Vivo Barefoot U.S.A. 

offices to try a pair of their Aqua shoes.  While I was very 

skeptical, I was curious to see if their claims were even 

remotely truthful. 

     When the box arrived, I was pretty excited.  I had read 

a few reviews online, but most came from people who had a 

preference for running in minimalist shoes.  There weren‘t 

many comments from runners who ran almost exclusively 

barefoot.  This would be a fun experiment 

     I opened the plain gray box.  Inside were two fabric 

bags containing each individual shoe.  This packaging was 

a nice touch.  I took the left shoe out of its bag.  I didn‘t 

know what color I would receive.  They come in a variety of 

colors, some of which would not be appropriate for my 

school.  I was relieved to see the dark brown model. 

     My first impression was not necessarily positive.  The 

shoe was slightly heavier than I anticipated.  I read that 

some people enjoyed running in Aquas.  As a barefoot run-

ner, the weight of a shoe is critical.  For comparison, they 

were about as heavy as my Vibram KSOs and slightly 

heavier than my Saucony Kilkennys.  The Aquas weighed 

about half as much as my traditional dress shoes I some-

times wore at work.  Also, I found the sole to be much 

stiffer than I anticipated.  It could easily be bent, twisted, 

and rolled into any shape, but my preference had always 

been extremely flexible soles. 

Width at toe box:  Wide 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $150 

Availability:  Most sizes out of stock 

OEM:  www.TerraPlana.com 

Reviewed at:  www.BarefootRunningUniversity.com/

terra_plana_vivo_barefoot_aqua_review.html 

http://www.softstarshoes.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=product.display&Product_ID=1342&aff=60019
http://www.TerraPlana.com
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/terra_plana_vivo_barefoot_aqua_review.html
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/terra_plana_vivo_barefoot_aqua_review.html
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     On a positive note, the shoes looked very cool.  The style 

was definitely better than any minimalist casual shoe on 

the market today.  Also, the sole was very thin, maybe a 

few millimeters throughout.  The heel and forefoot were 

the same height, a necessity for any minimalist shoe.  The 

workmanship was top-notch; neither shoe had a single 

flaw.  It is obvious that quality control is important to 

Terra Plana.  The shoes were wider than any casual shoe I 

found, which is usually a kiss of death for other minimalist 

shoes.  So how did they feel? 

     After carefully inspecting each shoe, I put them on and 

walked around my house.  To say I was amazed would be 

an understatement of epic proportions.  They felt amazing!  

At first, it was hard to describe the experience.  Most mini-

malist shoes I tried seem to be designed to hug your feet to 

move with the natural motions of the foot.  It is as if they 

are designed to be sock-like.  The result is always some 

degree of awkwardness as the materials of the shoe cannot 

work in perfect unison with the complex motions of the  

foot.  The Aquas were different.  It felt as if my feet were 

working in the exact same way as they would if I were 

walking barefoot.  I could feel my toes splaying with each 

step as the wide toe box allowed for this natural move-

ment.  This feeling was unique; it is the first shoe I have 

tried that allows for freedom within the shoe, yet does not 

feel ―loose‖ or ―sloppy.‖ 

     The weight of the shoe was not an issue while walking 

around.  The shoes felt lighter than I had originally antici-

pated.  I‘m not quite sure what to attribute this to other 

than the fit.  I had used a pair of driving moccasins prior to 

the Aquas.  They are a lighter shoe, but yet feel heavier in 

actual use. 

     The purpose of the stiffness of the sole, which I was con-

cerned about initially, became apparent.  It allowed my 

foot to move freely within the shoe without being impeded 

by the floppiness of the sole.  I was also surprised that the 

sole felt much more flexible on my foot than it did in my  

hands.  As I later read, the soles contain a layer of Kevlar-

like material to offer protection against punctures. 

     After thirty minutes of walking, skipping, and jumping 

around my house (hey, it works well as my testing crite-

ria!), I was convinced of the claims made by Terra Plana.   

This shoe really did work as advertised.  If only I could say 

the same about Sylvia Browne. 

     The true test came a few hours later when I wore the 

shoes for a run around the block.  Initially, I did not wear 

socks and removed the insole.  Running was okay, but not 

as impressive as walking.  The shoes were a bit too heavy 

for my taste.  Aside from that, they continued to function 

in the same way as walking.  I could feel my feet moving 

within the shoe just as they do when running barefoot.   

The sole was a bit too unresponsive for me, also.  I couldn‘t 

―feel‖ the ground as well as I like.  This will always be an 

issue with any minimalist running shoe.  As a barefoot 

runner, my preference is to have nothing between my foot 

and the ground.  The trade-off is protection.  To really test 

the shoes, I ran on an extremely technical trail near my 

home.  I could easily run over any obstacle (rocks, roots, 

chunks of sharp ice, etc.) without problem.  What the shoe 

lacked in ground feel, it made up for in protection. 

     Since most runners are not barefoot runners, I gave the 

shoes to two runner friends to test out.  Both are in the 

very early stages of transitioning to barefoot and minimal-

ist shoe running.  Both LOVED the shoe for running.  It 

was obvious they appreciated the degree of protection of-

fered by the shoe coupled with the design that allowed for 

natural foot movement.  As a running shoe, hard-core bare-

foot runners will probably shy away from the Aqua.  New 

barefoot and minimalist shoe runners would likely find the 

Aqua to be an excellent running shoe option. 

     Over the next four weeks, I wore this shoe daily.  It per-

formed flawlessly as a daily ―work shoe.‖  The lack of a 

raised heel and design that allowed my foot to move as 

intended makes this an ideal casual shoe.  As time passed, 

I actually experienced less aches and pains from standing 

and walking at work.  I would confidently rank this shoe as 

the best casual shoe I have ever worn.  I always recom-

mend my barefoot running students spend as much non-

running time barefoot as possible.  This shoe would be a 

perfect solution for occasions when my students must wear 

shoes. 

     As a running shoe, it would be ideal for new barefoot or 

minimalist shoe runners.  More experienced barefoot run-

ners may prefer a more minimal running shoe.  Terra 

Plana is preparing to release their EVO running shoe, 

around March of 2010.  If the EVO is designed based on 

the same principles of the Aqua, it would be hard to imag-

ine it wouldn‘t be a runaway success. 

Cost—these shoes are expensive compared to the other 

minimalist options available.  It retails for $150.  This is 

what initially prevented me from seriously considering this 

shoe as a minimalist option.  I don‘t have a problem spend-

ing more for quality products, but my skepticism prevented 

me from spending the money on one pair of shoes.  After 

testing these shoes, I would not hesitate to spend $150 for 

these shoes.  Truth be told, I think they are under-priced 

for the value.  Not only are they the only causal shoe I‘ve 

tried that acts as advertised, the design, construction, and 

durability are impeccable. 
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B ased on my experiences with my own search for mini-

malist shoes, as well as that of others, finding the 

right shoe to protect one‘s foot is always an ongoing experi-

ment.  The shoe must be responsive and thin enough to 

approximate barefoot running.  There must be enough pro-

tection to make it more comfortable than barefoot running.  

This balancing act is certainly not a ―one size fits all‖ situa-

tion.  The continuum of keeping ground feel and adding 

protection is a different for any runner on any terrain.  

This is one reason that I‘m surprised at the uproar and 

defensiveness exhibited by shoe companies a few months 

back when barefoot running was getting a great deal of 

press.  I‘d consider myself a part-time barefoot runner, one 

that attempts to maintain a ―naturalist‖ style of running 

no matter what‘s on my feet.  I currently own 5 pairs of 

―minimalist‖ shoes (minimalist being the relatively recent 

term given to thin soled shoes with no supportive features).  

These shoes are Vibram FiveFingers KSOs and KSO 

Treks, New Balance MT100s, an old pair of Nike Waffle 

Racer IVs (with the heel hacked off and the upper sliced 

up), and most recently, the Terra Plana EVO.  The total 

value of these shoes is over $400.  How could the shoe in-

dustry be worried about losing money?  I‘ve probably 

bought more shoes since my journey into minimalism be-

gan. 

     As I mentioned, I was given a new pair of EVOs to test 

out with the stipulation that I write a review of them.  I 

waited with much anticipation, and they arrived pretty 

quickly from the store in New York.  If the service I re-

ceived was representative of what any other customer will 

experience, then the company was well on its way to my 

approval already.  I anxiously opened the cool-looking box, 

read through a little literature on ―getting started,‖ and 

looked at the shoes.  After inspecting them closely, I found 

the quality to be exceptional (not that I‘m some sort of tex-

tiles expert).  There were no seams in the upper, which 

looked and felt very breathable.  The mesh upper was thin 

(almost transparent with a lightweight, rubberized overlay 

on top of it, presumably to give it some rigidity and some 

strength).  I immediately folded the shoe, curious about the 

flexibility.  The shoe folded easily, ranking somewhere be-

tween KSOs and Treks with relation to flexibility.  The 

design is a fairly ingenious idea—the hexagonal panels on 

the sole are rather thick, but the material between them is 

thin.  The small hexagonal panels provide some protection 

because of their thickness, but the flexibility comes from 

the thin material in between.  Where more flexibility is 

required, such as the forefoot, the panels are smaller and 

closer together, providing more ground feel and dexterity 

than the larger panels on the heel.     About an hour after 

trying the shoe on, I decided it was time to take them out 

to test.  I drove to a local land preserve to conduct the test 

but thought I should run in them on the road first.  The  

Fit—My Aquas are EU size 45, which is larger than what I 

would normally wear.  I would recommend ordering one 

size larger than your standard size. 

Traction—Traction on dry and wet surfaces is very good.   

Traction on ice is bad.  I live in Michigan, so I spend a good 

deal of time walking on icy sidewalks.  The Aquas perform 

very well on every surface except ice. 

The Company—The more I researched Terra Plana, the 

more impressed I became.  They are a socially and environ-

mentally-responsible company that is deeply concerned 

with producing quality products that meet the demand of 

their intended audience.  Their customer service is second-

to-none.  I anticipate this company will grow by leaps and 

bounds as the barefoot/minimalist shoe movement takes 

off.  I really hope the company doesn‘t lose this ―family‖ 

feel.  Even though Terra Plana is a major player in the 

world of shoes, they do not have the ―faceless behemoth‖ 

feel of corporations such as Nike.  I won‘t go into more de-

tail for brevity‘s sake, but you can read more about the 

company here:  www.TerraPlana.com/vivobarefoot.php. 

Conclusion—If you are a current or aspiring barefoot run-

ner looking for a casual shoe for work or play, this shoe is 

second to none.  After using this shoe for a month, I could-

n‘t even recommend an alternative to this shoe.  It will 

allow you to develop and strengthen your feet and legs dur-

ing non-running times by allowing natural foot movement.  

The cost of this shoe is a value for the quality and function 

of the product.  If you are a new barefoot or minimalist 

shoe runner, the Aqua could be a viable option as a run-

ning shoe.  I am eager to test other models from Terra 

Plana‘s Vivo Barefoot Division.  Some other styles could 

easily be used for business or business/casual dress, and 

the EVO promises to be a quality minimalist running shoe.   

Terra Plana also produces an excellent line of women‘s 

shoes.  After hearing me rave about these shoes, my wife is 

looking forward to trying the woman‘s line. D 

* Product provided by Terra Plana. 

Terra Plana Vivo Barefoot EVO 
Reviewed by Jesse Scott 

Shoe weight:  8 oz. each, 16 oz. per pair—with insoles; 7 

oz. each, 14 oz. per pair—without insoles 

Upper material:  TPU (Thermoplastic polyurethane), SK 

mesh, and Eco Nylon mesh 

Sole material:  Outsole—latex rubber and TPU; insole—

Poliyou Memory Foam 

Sole thickness:  4mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  Wide 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $160 

Availability:  In stock 

OEM:  www.TerraPlana.com 

Reviewed at:  www.JScott87.blogspot.com/2010/07/gear-

review-terra-plana-evo.html 

http://www.terraplana.com/vivobarefoot.php
http://www.TerraPlana.com
http://www.jscott87.blogspot.com/2010/07/gear-review-terra-plana-evo.html
http://www.jscott87.blogspot.com/2010/07/gear-review-terra-plana-evo.html
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runner, so muscle memory and good form more than made 

up for any lack of ground feel in the shoe.  The shoe earned 

his seal of approval as well. 

Positives—I really like this shoe.  Anyone looking for an 

alternative to the popular Vibram FiveFingers would be 

well-advised to consider the EVO.  The fit is much more 

forgiving because the foot is allowed to simply move inside 

the shoe, as opposed to the more precise fit required with 

Vibrams.  The toe box is wide for my feet to move around, 

but I have normal width feet.  Quality seems to be top 

notch, and the design works really well.  I would assume 

that the thickness of the sole will provide a long life for the 

shoe.  The more conventional design allows for socks and 

draws much less attention than Vibrams, although they 

are certainly cool looking.  Unlike Vibrams, I enjoy wearing 

the EVO for casual wear and walking around on campus 

and in town because they are so comfortable.  They really 

do provide a feel that is close to barefootedness (as much as 

they can—they are shoes after all), but less stares and ob-

jections in public (there is NO law against being barefoot in 

public, but some are mistaken and can fiercely object). 

Negatives—As I mentioned before, the shoe is not perfect.  

The aforementioned hot spot on my Achilles sidelined me 

for three days.  It quickly turned to a large blister that be-

came inflamed and kept me from running comfortably.  I 

cannot entirely blame the shoe.  Ten miles on a shoe, never 

having been tested, without socks, is a bit excessive.  I do, 

however, feel that a minimalist shoe can be worn with no 

socks to provide the best ground feel.  Maybe slowly condi-

tioning my skin to the upper would allow me to wear the 

EVO sockless.  The shoes are also a little on the heavy side  

Road Test—The 6 miles I ran on the road went very well.  

I started out sore but that was likely a leftover ache from 

the previous day‘s run.  Once I loosened up, I was running 

at my normal pace, feeling as loose and easy as I do in my 

current favorite road shoe, the KSO.  I was surprised by 

how the thicker sole performed on the road.  The flexibility 

allowed me to feel road debris and gravel, but also damp-

ened the jagged edges of some of the bigger chunks of 

gravel I stepped on.  The heel has no discernible lift to it, 

so the sole performs well for a person who normally runs 

barefoot or in another minimalist shoe.  My problem with 

most shoes is the raised heel, which seems to alter my bio-

mechanics to a point of knee pain.  The wide toe box of the 

shoe allowed my feet to splay as they do when barefoot.  

This is a key part to the ―natural‖ feel of a good minimalist 

shoe.  Racing flats, for example, tend to have the narrow 

toe box that binds the foot and restricts the splaying mo-

tion.  I headed back on the nature preserve to conduct the 

rest of the test in the woods. 

Trail Test—I returned to the trailhead to start the trail 

portion of the shoe test.  I stopped at my car to grab some 

more water and a gel.  (I hadn‘t eaten in a few hours; I was 

getting hungry.)  I felt a bit of a hot spot on my foot, on my 

Achilles of my left foot.  I was a little worried but decided 

to carry on.  The trails are semi-technical but not a great 

challenge to run on.  There are roots, rocks, hills, loose 

sand, and single-track trails on a 4-mile loop. 

     The trails felt amazing in the EVO.  The ground feel 

was quite impressive, but the thin sole made it very stable.   

The closeness to the ground coupled with the respectable 

traction made the shoe handle very well on the trail.  The 

upper is composed of a mesh that is very tight, so sand and 

debris doesn‘t get into the shoe (a common problem with 

very well-ventilated shoes).  In semi-loose conditions, the 

sole provided good traction, more so than KSOs.  On very 

technical sections, I had to exercise more caution than I 

would in an ―armored‖ shoe like the New Balance 100.  

Sharp roots and rocks can certainly be felt in the EVO, but 

it is a worthwhile compromise on all but very rocky trails 

with fast descents. 

plan was to do a 6-mile road run, then do about 4 in the 

trails, so I could get a feel for how the shoe behaves on both 

terrains. 

Cross-Examination—Later that day, I ran with Alex 

Poulsen, my training partner and an amazingly fast run-

ner.  He‘s been dabbling in barefoot and minimalist run-

ning with fantastic results.  I asked him to try out the shoe 

to provide the point of view of a person going from more 

standard shoes TO minimalist shoes.  My running experi-

ence over the past two years is either barefoot or minimal-

ist shoes, so we come from different backgrounds.  Alex has 

done some training in aqua socks and some barefoot, but 

trains primarily in Nike Lunaracers (with about 800 hard 

miles on them).  He really liked the shoe for the duration of 

our run.  We even stopped by the track, so he could do a 

quick (really quick) 400m.  He really liked the shoe and is 

considering buying a pair.  He is already a very efficient  
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Terra Plana Vivo Barefoot Lucy 
Reviewed by Jason & Shelly Robillard 

Shoe weight:  5-6 oz each; 10-12 oz. per pair 

Upper material:  Suede; leather 

Sole material:  Layer of Kevlar 

Sole thickness:  3mm 

Flexibility:  Very 

Width at toe box:  Wide 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $125 

Availability:  Smaller size out of stock 

OEM:  www.TerraPlana.com 

Reviewed at:  www.BarefootRunningUniversity.com/

terra_plana_vivo_barefoot_lucy_review.html 

T erra Plana Vivo Barefoot‘s ―Lucy‖ shoe is a woman‘s 

shoe designed to be an alternative to being barefoot.  

Yes, I am a male.  No, I did not actually test the shoe... my 

wife Shelly did.  She is a recent barefoot running convert 

that was suffering for a problem that plagues many bare-

foot runners:  what to wear when shoes are required.  

Shelly, like me, is a teacher.  We have the freedom to kick  

when compared to KSOs.  Even the NB100, a more sub-

stantial shoes, weighs about the same.  (I must admit, the 

weight is not very noticeable while running).  Finally, my 

only other gripe about the shoe is the price.  Terra Plana is 

certainly a shoe company for people who are willing to pay 

top dollar for products of the utmost quality.  Their casual 

shoes retail for similar prices as the EVO (about $160 

U.S.).  Many people, especially those who are fans of mini-

mal shoes, seem to feel that shoes should be cheap and last 

forever.  A price in this range is quite unpopular with peo-

ple who feel this way.  I tend to feel the opposite way.  

There is about the same amount of material and labor in 

an EVO as a cushioned trainer.  I don‘t feel that ―features‖ 

found on traditional running shoes are worth anything at 

all, so value being placed on simplicity makes a great deal 

of sense to me. 

     All in all, the Terra Plana EVO is a great shoe for those 

who run barefoot and want some protection, or even those 

who run in shoes and would like some benefits of barefoot 

running. D 

* Product provided by Terra Plana. 

off our shoes during class but still need something to wear 

when walking through the hallways and outside.  This is 

especially true during our harsh Michigan winters. 

     Shelly experienced a common issue.  Once she went 

barefoot, traditional shoes were forever ruined.  She wasn‘t 

able to comfortably wear any of her old work or dress 

shoes.  Now if only I can convince her to donate them to 

Goodwill. 

     Needless to say, Shelly was eager to test these shoes.  I 

had tested and reviewed Terra 

Plana Vivo B a r e f o o t ‘ s 

―Aqua‖ a few weeks ago and 

fell in love with t h e  s h o e .  

There have been very few 

products that rank so far 

above the other available op-

tions.  The Aq- uas were one 

such product.  They were sim-

ply the best m i n i m a l i s t 

casual shoe I h a ve  e ve r 

used.  Based on my new-found 

affinity for my Aquas, Shelly had very high expectations 

for the Lucy. 

     Shelly‘s first impressions when taking them out of the 

box was not positive.  She said they looked bulky and kind 

of clunky.  Her particular model was black with red ac-

cents.  She would have preferred an all-black color scheme 

as it would go with more wardrobes.  What?!?  Your shoes 

are supposed to match the rest of your clothing?  Hmmm... 

news to me!  She also commented that this particular shoe  

would be best-suited for casual dress as it would not pass 

for business or business/casual. 

     I discussed the styling issue with Terra Plana.  Almost 

all of their models have somewhat funky color combina-

tions.  Those crazy young European shoe designers!  They 

assured me their new spring/summer 2010 line includes 

models and color combinations that will be more appropri-

ate for a business atmosphere.  I was thoroughly im-

pressed with the pictures they shared... they definitely 

listened to customer demand. 

     After bending and twisting the shoes, she concluded 

they were much more pliable than they appeared.  The 

construction, including an approximately 3mm totally flat 

sole, allowed for unexpected flexibility.  As an added meas-

ure of security, the sole contains a layer of Kevlar-like ma-

terial that makes it puncture resistant.  The true test 

would come after trying them on.  She slipped left shoe on 

without untying the laces, then the right.  She had some 

problems with the right shoe which is puzzling because it 

is a half-size larger than the left. 

     She reported that they felt very comfortable; she didn‘t 

have the urge to immediately rip them off like her other 

flats.  Her feet had plenty of room to move within the shoe.   

Like the Aquas, the toe box is wider than most other shoes.  

This critically-important feature was retained on the Lucy.   

This is the feature that allows your toes to splay within the 

shoe.  This greatly contributes to the shoe allowing your 

feet to operate naturally.  Shelly has slightly wider-than-

average feet and still had plenty of room. 

     Walking, the first test of a quality shoe, was reported as 

being pleasant and comfortable.  Shelly wore these for sev- 

http://www.TerraPlana.com
http://www.barefootrunninguniversity.com/terra_plana_vivo_barefoot_lucy_review.html
http://www.barefootrunninguniversity.com/terra_plana_vivo_barefoot_lucy_review.html
http://shoelessshelbell.blogspot.com/
file:///C:\Users\Jason\Documents\My%20Web%20Sites\NU%20BRU3\terraplanaaquareview.html
file:///C:\Users\Jason\Documents\My%20Web%20Sites\NU%20BRU3\terraplanaaquareview.html
file:///C:\Users\Jason\Documents\My%20Web%20Sites\NU%20BRU3\terraplanaaquareview.html
file:///C:\Users\Jason\Documents\My%20Web%20Sites\NU%20BRU3\terraplanaaquareview.html
file:///C:\Users\Jason\Documents\My%20Web%20Sites\NU%20BRU3\terraplanaaquareview.html
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eral days at school which requires significant walking.  She 

said these were among the most comfortable walking shoes 

she‘s worn.  Walking in these shoes was somewhat similar 

to walking barefoot. 

     Shelly did take the shoes for several runs.  Similar to 

my opinion about the Aquas, they felt good but were not a 

close approximation to running barefoot.  For running pur-

poses, this shoe would be better suited for a runner moving 

from a traditional trainer versus a barefoot runner. 

     Traction was reported as being good on all surfaces ex-

cept snow and ice.  The sole material is very slippery on 

this particular surface.  Both Shelly and I agreed that this 

is one area that could definitely be improved upon for fu-

ture models 

     Ventilation was very good.  Shelly tested the shoes in a 

variety of temperatures and found the shoes to be comfort-

able in both warm and cold conditions.  She found a thin 

pair of socks provided ample warmth when outside and did 

not interfere with the function of the shoe. 

     For me, a true test of a shoe is comfort over time.  Is it 

possible to wear a shoe all day and retain a high level of 

comfort?  After several days of wearing these shoes all day, 

Shelly was thoroughly impressed.  This was the first shoe 

she found that she could wear all day.  Shelly agreed that 

the comfort factor is highly correlated to the fact that the 

shoes allow your feet to function as if you were barefoot.  

While they allow only limited ―ground feel,‖ they allow 

your foot to move and flex naturally. 

Shoe weight:  8.2 oz. each; 16.4 oz. per pair 

Upper material:  4-way stretch Neoprene 

Sole material:  Spider rubber; midsole—EVA 

Sole thickness:  2mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:   

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $29.99—$39.99 

Availability:  In stock 

OEM:  www.Teva.com 

Reviewed at:  www.Barefoot-AngieB.BlogSpot.com/ 

2009/11/teva-protons-4-reviewminimal-shoe.html 

Teva Proton 4 
Reviewed by Angie Bishop 

     Eventually, we got around to discussing value.  The 

Lucy retails for $125.  For a typical pair of shoes I may 

buy, this is somewhat expensive.  For the shoes Shelly typi-

cally buys, it is moderate.  Based on her experiences with  

the shoe, she rated the value as being excellent based 

solely on functionality and comfort.  At this point, she also 

commented on the construction.  Terra Plana appears to 

have superb quality control.  Quality construction and 

minimalist design is rare indeed.  The only other shoe she 

found that was remotely close as far as minimalist function 

was a pair of boots that cost $20.  They fell apart after 

about three months of use throughout the winter.  The 

Lucys are obviously designed and built to last.     To sum 

up Shelly‘s experiences, the shoes are extremely comfort-

able.  Breathability and a sense of foot ―freedom‖ make 

these shoes stand out among minimalist shoe options for 

women.  Shelly wasn‘t happy about the color combination 

or the other combinations available online.  She believes 

this shoe would have a much larger potential market if 

they were offered in more muted color combinations.  

Based on the pictures Terra Plana shared, they have ad-

dressed this concern with their new lineup.  Also, as a 

barefoot runners, she found these shoes to be a bit too 

heavy for running.  Despite the minor drawbacks, she 

would highly recommend these shoes as a minimalist shoe 

for casual use.  Though she hasn‘t tried them, she believes 

the ―Odetta‖ or ―Yukam‖ would be a better business or 

business/casual option. D 

http://www.Teva.com
http://www.barefoot-angieb.blogspot.com/2009/11/teva-protons-4-reviewminimal-shoe.html
http://www.barefoot-angieb.blogspot.com/2009/11/teva-protons-4-reviewminimal-shoe.html
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I  have been worried for months now as to what I will do 

when the temperatures drop, and I am no longer able to 

run outside barefoot.  Will my feet keep their toughness, or 

will I have to build it up again in the spring? 

     I have been barefoot running since June, so about 5 and 

a half months, and gradually have found shoes of any kind, 

even my flip flops, to be very uncomfortable.  I find the 

squeezing of my feet and the toe rubbage to be almost in-

tolerable and have taken them off and felt immediate relief 

from pain after walking with the family. 

     I thought that the solution would be first to buy a mini-

malist shoe for winter running and then that idea turned 

into finding a shoe that would also suit me for walking 

with the fam.  I found the Vibram FiveFingers, although 

very cool looking and loved by many, to be too expensive of 

a gamble, since I had an inkling that any shoe I chose 

would not be perfect and always pale in comparison to my 

bare feet. 

     A friend on Runner‘s World Barefoot Running Forum 

posted a link to a website selling Teva Proton 4 water 

shoes that were on sale.  Water shoes are light weight, no 

support or cushioning, and if you can get them with a large 

enough toe box, fairly comfortable.  Much like a Vibram 

―one finger‖ would be. 

     I shopped and shopped and finally decided to get these.   

I did not, however, try any of Jaymon‘s suggestions to come 

up with an elegant solution of my own but caved and 

bought mine.  I have stressed about that many times con-

sidering I have a limited running fund, and shoe buying 

online is a huge gamble and felt sort of like a sellout, since 

I know that for me shoes are just not an option anymore.  

My feet have changed.  My mind has changed, and there is 

no going back.  Minimal shoes ARE NOT LIKE BARE-

FOOT, as I hoped they would be.  I digress. 

The Shoes—I first ordered a size too small and had to eat 

shipping costs to get the larger size.  They were too short. 

Shoe weight:   

Upper material:  None; straps 11/16 wide 

Sole material:  4mm and 6mm—Vibram Cherry rubber; 

10mm—Vibram Newflex rubber 

Sole thickness:  4mm, 6mm, and 10mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Unshoes Wokova Sandals 
Reviewed by Oscar Mike 

     I knew when I ordered them that it would be a gamble, 

and I would probably have to send them back but decided 

that I didn‘t want to always wonder about the smaller size 

if I ordered the larger one first. 

     I am a half size, so it lowers the odds of getting some-

thing that fits when they are only offered in whole sizes.  I 

also have huge feet and often feel like Peggy Hill! 

     I took them out for a spin and had a pretty miserable 

run.  Shoes suck.  These were tolerable as shoes go.  They 

are wide enough and stretchy enough to accommodate my 

foot and my toes did not rub at the end.  The tight grip at 

the ankle will be something to get used to. but I very much 

doubt that anything will get into the shoe when running 

either. 

     Flexible and thin, the Protons had no problem being 

rolled into a ball, however the weight was enough to throw 

off my form.  They have a nice grippy sole that will suite 

me well in the Living History Farms Race next weekend.  

It‘s an XC race with many creek crossings and off road fun. 

     Overall, I got lucky, and they will be a nice alternative 

to regular trainers, and I do not think that they will bring 

back the lower back pain and heel striking that used to 

leave me feeling beat up and old after a run. 

     I did find that I reverted to a heel strike during the first 

mile or so but was not surprised and corrected it easily.  I 

felt tired and not as happy as I do on a barefoot run, which 

I did not anticipate being as profound as it was.  I had to 

concentrate on my form, and it was much harder to relax. 

     Since I had to eat a second shipping cost, they ended up 

being $40 and some change.  This is half the price of Vi-

brams FiveFingers, so I think they will be an okay alterna-

tive for when I need them, and I have more money to 

spend on races!!  I am also looking forward to long walks 

with the family checking out our fine city without pain. D 
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S o, I have been wearing the Unshoes for a few days now.  

First off, I have not run any significant distances bare-

foot thus far.  When I first started (around April of 2010), I 

was running around my block three times a week and 

started having a lot of inflammation in my feet, so I just 

started walking barefoot and just recently started barefoot 

―runs‖ of 100 yards or less.  I attended Barefoot Ken Bob‘s 

Barefoot Running Clinic in June and that has really helped 

me with my transition.  Onto the shoes. 

     The sole is Vibram Cherry material; the same used by 

the other better known huaraches; Invisible Shoes and 

Barefoot Ted‘s Luna‘s.  I opted to go with the 4mm sole but 

you can also get 6mm or 10mm soles (the thicker soles in-

crease the price).  The laces are 11/16 thick (slightly under 

3/4 of an inch) mesh material that is very smooth.  The 

laces come in several colors:  red, red/blue, blue, and black 

with blue dashes.  There is a hook and loop lace on either 

side of the ankle and one continuous lace that runs from 

the toe hole in front through the two ankle loops and an-

chors to a third loop that is located on the outside of the 

foot near the midsection of the sole.  There is a cinch 

buckle to tighten or loosen the lacing; there is no tying in-

volved (there is an alternative tying method detailed here 

www.Unshoes.Wordpress.com/2010/06/02/alternative-

threading-method).  The lacing under the sole is melted/

glazed so that they have a layer of plastic.  They are then 

covered with adhesive to give them extra durability. 

     The owner of Unshoes allows customers three options in 

regards to sole fit:  Trace your feet on paper and e-mail in a  

photo of the cut out; mail the traced cutouts; or for a less 

custom fit, measure the dimensions of your feet and e-mail 

the dimensions.  I traced my feet and mailed the cutouts, 

and they were a perfect fit when they arrived.  The Un-

shoes are very light as you would expect with a 4mm sole; 

you barely feel them when you‘re running.  As with any 

other footwear, ground feedback is diminished, but with 

such a thin and pliable sole the feedback is high.  You 

know when you step on a rock or an unsecure surface.  Un-

shoes still require you to pay attention to where you‘re 

landing but provide you with enough protection when bare-

foot running isn‘t viable.  They also work great for every-

day and casual use, and if temperatures get too cold, you 

could always wear a pair of toe socks.  I think the best part 

of the Unshoes is that they come pre-laced.  I owned an-

other pair of huaraches that required tying and could never 

get them right, and they never felt secure on my feet.  With 

the Unshoes, I can just pull the lace as tight as needed and 

they stay on my feet really well.  Additionally the lacing is 

very smooth and does not cause irritation.  In terms of du-

rability, only time will tell, but my understanding is that 

Vibram soles last a while, and the durable lacing added 

with the extra measures the manufacturer made to keep 

the lacing from wearing out under the sole indicate that 

they will last a good amount of time.  Between the price, 

craftsmanship, and versatility of Unshoes, I think they are 

a great buy, and I would recommend them to others. D 

Shoe weight:  6 oz. each; 12 oz per pair 

Upper material:  Stretch Polyamide 

Sole material:  Outsole – 4mm anatomical pod TC-1 rub-

ber; insole – 3mm Dri-Lex polyurethane 

Vibram FiveFingers Bikila 
Reviewed by Jimmy Hart 

Width at toe box:  You determine 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail(?) 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $37, $42, and $45 

Availability:  Custom 

OEM:  www.Etsy.com/shop/unshoes 

Reviewed at:  www.BarefootRunners.org/build2/blog-post/

unshoes-review 

http://www.unshoes.wordpress.com/2010/06/02/alternative-threading-method
http://www.unshoes.wordpress.com/2010/06/02/alternative-threading-method
http://www.etsy.com/shop/unshoes
http://www.barefootrunners.org/build2/blog-post/unshoes-review
http://www.barefootrunners.org/build2/blog-post/unshoes-review
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Sole thickness:  3mm/4mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  See size conversion chart and fitting 

tips at www.VibramFiveFingers.com 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road (intended); trails (possible) 

Mileage:   

Cost:  $100 

Availability:  Sparse to increasing 

OEM:  www.VibramFiveFingers.com 

Reviewed at:  www.GoBarefooting.com > search Bikila 

W hen I got my Bikilas, I spent about an hour walking 

around in them and getting a feel for the shoe.  I 

then sat around my house and studied them right before I 

sat down and wrote out all my initial thoughts and first 

impressions.  Well, now I have run in them, I‘ve worn them 

to work, and I‘ve learned some things about them that I 

had not expected.  These shoes have pleasantly surprised 

me, and that is saying a lot, as I had extremely high expec-

tations for them. 

First Run—My first run in the Bikilas was a mile and half 

long.  I had just gotten off antibiotics for a viral infection, 

so I had to take it easy for the first run.  That is not to say 

that I did not want to do more and almost did.  As I took 

my first running steps in these shoes, I could tell they were 

unlike any other FiveFingers (or VFF for the rest of this 

post), and the comparisons are not even close.  These shoes 

are snug, and on this run they bordered on too tight over 

the top of my foot.  Still though, I knew I had to give them 

a chance to see if they broke in.  I am no stranger to shoes, 

and these feel more like a shoe than my other VFFs.  I 

used that experience to give this practice a try.  My form 

was terrible, as my legs felt heavy and dead.  I still lacked 

energy from the illness, and I could feel it every step of the 

way.  The wind was blowing at a steady 15 mph with 20 

plus mph gusts, and it was crazy humid.  Still, through all 

of that, my feet felt good.  These shoes are just as adver-

tised in their ability to help you maintain a good fore/mid-

foot strike.  I was seriously plodding along during this run.  

My feet were noisy, and I wondered if it was the shoes or 

me; it was me.  I could feel the arch insert giving and 

springing back up with each step, which led me to think of 

this as arch assistance instead of support.  The heel is very 

comfortable while running, and I felt no slack or sliding in 

it.  In fact I felt no sliding in these shoes at all, and they 

really showed me just how sloppy the action is in my other  

VFFs.  I have a tendency to get blisters on my big toes in 

my other VFFs, and I could never figure out why.  I tink-

ered constantly with my form over this issue, and I now 

know that it is simply because my feet slide a little in 

those shoes.  The Bikila is more of a foot glove than any 

other VFF I have worn, and I have worn all models.  By 

the end of my mile and a half test run, I was ready to pack 

it in.  My body and legs felt done, but my feet were asking 

for more.  This is a new feeling for me, as my feet are usu-

ally the first link in the chain to break, so I almost went for 

more, but knowing better I decided to take solace in my 

foot comfort and live to run another day. 

Second Run—Little did I know that ―another day‖ I 

would be running would be the next day.  My plan was to 

take a day off, but I felt great the next day, so I decided to 

amp up the schedule a bit.  Run number two was com-

prised of nearly seven miles, lots of hills, 80 degree air, and 

a steady 23 mph wind.  Great day for running, right?  Well 

it turns out it was, and the Bikilas were more than up for 

the task.  My feet again felt good in these shoes before the 

run, and the tightness over the top of my foot was all but 

gone.  Something I noticed between the two runs was that 

the insole that has been a big source of debate had actually 

molded to my foot.  I could feel the contours of my foot as I 

ran my fingers inside the shoes just before this run.  Very 

much like a conventional shoe, it would seem this shoe was 

breaking in and molding to fit me.  I think this is part of 

what led to the top feeling looser as well as the upper fab-

ric stretching a little.  I immediately noticed a difference in 

the two runs during the first mile of this second run.  I felt 

fresher and knew that my body was getting its juice back.  

This was allowing my step to be lighter and more fluid.  

The Bikila seemed to accentuate the newfound spring in 

my step.  I felt lighter on my feet at this point than any 

other time I can remember.  My feet felt great, and the 

shoe was feeling like an addition to my skin more than it 

did a shoe I was wearing.  It felt molded and sculpted 

around my foot, and that felt so very natural.  With the 

tightness gone, I could really get a sense of what this shoe 

is about, and it is about running. 

     About halfway through my run, I noticed something 

about the shoe that was the opposite of what I had origi-

nally thought.  The feeling in the arch insert had changed.  

It was no longer feeling supportive or even like it was my 

arch assistant.  Instead, I could feel it flex and give with 

each contraction of my mid-foot.  I no longer felt it pushing 

against my foot as much as it was hugging it, and it was at 

that point I realized what I believe the point of this addi-

tion is:  It‘s there to keep the shoe snug.  It felt as though it 

was keeping the shoe in that ―part of me‖ mode more than 

anything else, and I gotta say, I loved the feeling.  I was a 

little over three miles into the run, and the shoe was get-

ting better.  It was adapting and adapting to my foot 

shape, my form, and me.  My step was still feeling light, 

and it did so through the entire run. 

     Normally by the end of a five mile run my feet are feel-

ing spent, but for this run, I was able to put nearly another 

two miles on that total without any real effort.  One major 

point I learned about this shoe today is its hill abilities.  It 

is a very nice downhill runner.  The heel is padded, and 

that padding allowed me to lean into the downhill and 

charge it comfortably.  I was not forced into finding a baby 

step stride to keep myself from hitting my heel on the 

http://www.VibramFiveFingers.com
http://www.VibramFiveFingers.com
http://www.gobarefooting.com
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shoes make me want to use them and leave some of my 

barefoot runs behind.  This is a great thing as summer is 

approaching here in Texas and running bare on the skillets 

we call sidewalks won‘t cut it.  Post-race my arches feel 

used but not dead, and I have zero leg soreness except for 

some tightness in my Achilles, which seems to be normal 

in these shoes.  I attribute that to the fact that the heel is 

not as tight, and my heel feels free to work and stretch.  

My only issue after this half is that I suffered some blis-

ters.  They are not too bad and mostly small.  I got a blood 

blister on my right big toe, but the others are all on my 

second and third toes, both feet.  I can probably attribute 

this to being twice the length of any minimalist shoe run 

I‘ve ever done.  It could be something about the seams in 

the toes of the shoes as this is basically the only place 

there are seams.  This will have to be determined at a later 

date because I really cannot pinpoint any exact reason. 

     So what do I think?  My official stance is that if you are 

a minimalist runner, then this is a shoe that you should 

have.  This is a running shoe for minimalist runners, 

which is a big difference from what we are used to.  This is 

an engineered running shoe, but that should only make 

you happy, not scared.  Yes, the minimalist world fears the 

over-engineering of shoes, but this shoe was engineered to 

fit into our world, and Vibram has done so with an amaz-

ing first attempt at a running shoe.  This thing feels like a 

running shoe without all the cushioning.  For years, I have 

said I ran in FiveFingers, but I think this will usher in an 

era called FiveFingers Running, and yes they are very dif-

ferent.  Before we put foot gloves on our feet, and we made 

them work for our running needs; with these shoes, we are 

putting running shoes on our feet that meet our minimalist 

running needs, and I could not say enough good things 

about them.  This shoe and its performance blow me away, 

and really what more needs to be said? D 

 

 

form I learned in the Zoo Run and add speed to it.  One 

mystery that I have not figured out yet is why my footpads 

felt pounded while going uphill.  Every time I went up a 

hill during this run my second and third metatarsals felt 

the pressure.  I tried different footfalls but nothing made it 

go away completely.  It was never present during the 

downs or the flats, but the ups were somewhat unpleasant 

because of this.  It‘s a mystery I will keep my eye on, as I 

will find it very disappointing if it continues.  I love charg-

ing hills, and this painful sensation kept me from doing so.  

I finished this run feeling the distance and the effort but 

nothing that was out of the ordinary or that would really 

require any rest.  I walked away with no blisters, which is 

something that I have never done in a VFF run of five 

miles or more.  I had no lingering pad pain, and all-in-all 

everything felt really good.  Is this because of the Bikila?  

I‘m thinking there is a very good chance that is the case. 

Third Run—This was a mile and half run to keep my legs 

loose before my half marathon the next day.  It was hot, 

very humid, and still very windy.  My legs felt good, and 

my run was not too taxing outside of the weather causing 

its expected problems.  The big issue on this run was the 

fact that I decided to give socks a try in these shoes.  I 

gotta say that I was not impressed with the combo.  First 

these toes are not quite roomy enough for socks, and nei-

ther is the upper.  I think this is on purpose as these shoes 

are designed with the sockless runner in mind.  I felt like I 

was too far from the ground, and my form was off because 

of it.  I was constantly trying to figure out my footfall and 

really having to make it work.  For the majority of the run, 

I could not get my feet to fall the same as each other or 

even from step-to-step.  It was very awkward, and I de-

cided there that I was not going to be trying that trick 

again. 

Fourth Run—The Azle Lake Run.  I participated in the 

half marathon, and I knew this would be the grand daddy 

of tests for my new Bikilas.  I will admit that I was essen-

tially unprepared for this race.  My longest run either bare 

or in VFFs had only been about seven miles.  This would be 

almost double that, so I was slightly apprehensive.  The 

weather was good.  No wind, no sun, and a crisp 65 degrees 

or so.  It was a perfect opportunity to test my shoes.  The 

race started out nicely, and my feet felt at home.  The shoe 

was soft and smooth, and I felt nothing negative.  My foot-

falls were even and strong, and all the things I‘ve come to 

expect from these shoes were working in full force.  The 

arch piece was keeping the shoe snug, the upper and insole 

were both now perfectly molded to my foot, and the heel 

cup was letting my feet flex nicely.  This was being every-

thing it was advertised to be, and I was impressed.  I was 

happy, and the feet felt great.  My form held up through 

the entire race with only a couple of foot scuffs on some 

hills.  The hills were where this shoe shined!  The padded 

heels again let me settle into a subtle heel strike that gave 

me a very quick turnover, and I felt smooth with no pound-

ing.  The uphills worked themselves out as I was landing 

more flat footed at times, but also other times I was right 

up on the balls of my feet as I charged the hill.  I guess 

maybe my feet were going through a transition phase in 

these shoes when I felt the pad pain before because there 

was none of that on this run.  I finished the race with a 

fairly strong kick, and these shoes responded well to kick-

ing it into another gear.  They handled perfectly, and I 

have never been so happy with a running shoe.  These  

Shoe weight:  5.7 oz. each; 11.4 oz per pair (based on 

men‘s size 43) 

Upper material:  Abrasion-resistant, breathable, stretch 

polyamide fabric & Hypalon straps 

Sole material:  Vibram TC-1 performance rubber; footbed 

material—antimicrobial microfiber with 2mm EVA insole 

Sole thickness:  Outsole—3.5mm; insole—2mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  See size conversion chart and fitting 

tips at www.VibramFiveFingers.com 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  600 - 1,000+ 

Cost:  $85 

Availability:  In stock 

OEM:  www.VibramFiveFingers.com 

Reviewed at:  www.BarefootRunningUniversity.com/

vibram_five_fingers_kso_review.html 

Vibram FiveFingers KSO 
Reviewed by Jason Robillard 

http://www.VibramFiveFingers.com
http://www.VibramFiveFingers.com
http://www.barefootrunninguniversity.com/vibram_five_fingers_kso_review.html
http://www.barefootrunninguniversity.com/vibram_five_fingers_kso_review.html
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when running long ultramarathons.  On the larger size, my 

smallest toe sometimes falls out of its toe pocket.  This 

doesn‘t seem to influence performance in any way. 

     The width of the shoe is sufficient for my feet, but my 

feet are rather narrow.  Some individuals with wide feet 

may have some difficulty with this particular model.  The 

width and individual toe pockets allow the toes to splay 

when running, which is a critical component of barefoot 

running. 

     Walking in KSOs is a pleasant experience.  When I walk 

barefoot, I never use a heel strike.  In KSOs, I have a slight 

increase in heel strike walking.  This is probably due to the 

lack of tactile sensation with the ground. 

     Running is where these shoes really shine.  I always 

prefer to run barefoot.  This shoe is the best alternative I 

have found.  It‘s not a close approximation, but the flat, 

thin sole and flexible design allow the foot to work in a way 

that is somewhat similar to running barefoot.  The thin 

sole is a major advantage over other shoes on the market, 

but Vibram apparently added another layer to the sole af-

ter the first generation of KSOs.  This added layer de-

creased both ground feel and flexibility.  This may have 

made the shoe more appealing to runners moving from 

traditional trainers, but was a regression for barefoot run-

ners. 

     Traction on dry, hard surfaces is excellent.  The rubber 

soles are both durable and ―sticky.‖  Traction on wet sur-

faces is still decent.  It is similar to other traditional train-

ers.  Traction on dry trails is also very good.  Muddy, 

snowy, or icy trails are a major obstacle for KSOs.  Trac-

tion is horrible in these conditions.  Personally, I don‘t 

mind training in these conditions as it is a good strength-

ening activity.  However, racing would be VERY difficult. 

     Ventilation on this shoe is excellent.  The fabric and 

mesh upper dries quickly and allows moisture to drain.  I 

would compare the KSOs ventilation to most trail running 

shoes.  The ventilation also helps keep the shoe relatively 

cool in warm weather.  While my feet will sweat, it is not 

excessive.  In cold weather, I find the shoe itself to be suffi-

ciently warm.  I‘ve worn the shoes without socks for 20 

mile runs in temperatures around 10 degrees Fahrenheit.   

I have combined the shoe with socks to keep warm in tem-

peratures several degrees below zero.  As long as I am run-

ning, my feet do not get cold.  My feet will get VERY cold 

when stopping for more than a few minutes. 

     This shoe can be worn comfortably for very long periods 

of time.  I have used them for several training runs of six to 

eight hours and wore a pair for my 29 hour 100-mile finish.  

     One concern is smell.  After about six months of use, my 

KSOs developed a bad odor.  It was different than the typi-

cal and familiar ―shoe stink‖ other shoes experience.  This 

smelled a bit more like a rotting corpse.  At first I assumed 

it was a function of my own feet.  Then I smelled other peo-

ples‘ KSOs (all in the name of a thorough review).  They 

smelled the same.  I have attempted many methods to rid 

my KSOs of this overwhelming odor.  I‘ve washed them in 

a variety of detergents, sprayed them with Febreeze, 

soaked in a bleach and water solution, soaked in a vinegar 

and water solution, left them in the sun, stuck them in the 

freezer, used medicated foot powders, and used efferves-

cent denture cleaner tablets.  To date, only the denture  

V ibram FiveFingers KSO is the current gold-standard 

by which all other minimalist shoes are measured.  I 

have used this shoe extensively for about three years in 

many different conditions.  It is my default gym shoe, my 

winter running shoe, my asphalt-too-hot-for-barefoot shoe, 

and the shoe I wore to finish my first 100 mile race in Sep-

tember of 2009.  This model has served me well and is still 

my preferred minimalist shoe but does suffer from some 

minor faults that prevent it from being the Holy Grail of 

minimalist running shoes. 

     When I first received my KSOs, my first impression was 

one of wonder.  They are so different from any other shoe 

on the market, one cannot help but to appreciate the de-

sign.  The individual toe pockets give them a style that is 

both distinctive and functional.  The weight is light com-

pared to traditional trainers and close to the weight of 

most racing flats.  The sole is very thin... I believe it is ap-

proximately 3mm thick down the entire width of the shoe.  

The sole is made of a rubber compound that wears well.  I 

have about 600 miles on my original pair, and I can still 

see the tiny grooves cut into the soles.  The upper is a com-

bination of stretchy fabric and mesh.  A single Velcro strap 

wraps around the heel and over the foot to help secure the 

shoe to the foot.  Construction quality is very good. 

     When I put them on for the first time, I was surprised 

at the comfort.  The shoe is designed to fit the exact shape 

of your foot.  I would compare the fit and feel to wearing a 

glove on your foot.  Some people have reported being an-

noyed with the feeling of fabric between the toes, but I did 

not mind.  I adapted to this feeling within a few minutes. 

     Putting the Vibrams on for the first time was somewhat 

difficult.  Getting each toe in the right toe pocket takes 

some practice.  After using the shoes extensively for a few 

years, I have mastered this particular skill.  Wet feet can 

make the process more difficult.  I will sometimes wear my 

KSOs with Injinji toe socks, which seem to make them 

somewhat easier to put on. 

     The feel of Vibrams on your feet is difficult to describe 

until you experience it because there really is no other shoe 

that closely approximates the design.  The KSOs allow 

your foot to move as if you were barefoot because of a close 

fit coupled with flexible design.  It really feels as if you are 

wearing a glove on your foot.  I normally wear a 10.5 or 11 

shoe size (U.S. sizing).  My first pair of KSOs are size 42 

which fit my feet perfectly.  If socks are worn, they are 

slightly constrictive.  I also have a size 44 which are quite 

large.  I purchased this pair to accommodate foot swelling  
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Shoe weight:  5.7 oz. each; 11.4 oz per pair (based on 

men‘s size 43) 

Upper material:  K-100 kangaroo leather 

Sole material:  Vibram TC-1 performance rubber; EVA 

midsole 

Sole thickness:  4mm 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  See size conversion chart and fitting 

tips at www.VibramFiveFingers.com 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Trail 

Mileage:   

Cost:  $125 

Availability:  In stock 

OEM:  www.VibramFiveFingers.com 

Reviewed at:  www.RunningAndRambling.com/2010/02/

vibram-fivefingers-kso-trek-review.html 

Vibram FiveFingers KSO Trek 
Reviewed by Donald Buraglio 

In my original Vibram FiveFingers review last summer, I 

described the revolutionary product as a disruptive innova-

tor for the manner in which it completely changed the mar-

ket in ways that mainstream footwear companies never  

anticipated.  Since that time, Vibram‘s popularity has 

soared, and the shoe industry is still scrambling—

sometimes thoughtfully, other times rather hysterically—

to figure out how to respond. 

     And while their increasing appeal guarantees that Vi-

bram won‘t take anyone by surprise anymore, they con-

tinue to take the ―innovator‖ label very seriously:  between 

fall 2009 and fall 2010, they will have introduced no fewer 

than four new models to their product line, effectively dou-

bling their previous lineup.  Many of the tweaks and up-

grades are driven by user feedback; since the activity pro-

file of FiveFingers (typically abbreviated VFF) users is 

incredibly diverse, the company invites and embraces cus-

tomer feedback about new applications and ideas for im-

provement.  It was in just such a manner that the KSO 

Trek was born. 

     In a nutshell, the KSO Trek is a more rugged version of 

the popular KSO model that I‘ve reviewed previously.  The 

KSO had become the de facto model of choice for trail run-

ners—including myself—because to that point it was the 

most durable model Vibram had to offer.  High mileage 

trail runners experienced some issues with durability of 

the uppers and traction of the outsole (this was the pri-

mary drawback I experienced), and Vibram has addressed 

both of those concerns quite effectively with the Trek, 

which is now identified on the company website as the des-

ignated model for trail runners. 

     The updates are fairly dramatic, and easily apparent.  

They‘ve also triggered a bit of discussion among consumers 

for various reasons, which will be pointed out shortly.  For 

now, let‘s get to the review—starting from the top and 

working our way down. 

     One concern identified by longtime VFF trail runners 

was the durability of the KSO‘s mesh upper against vari-

ous ground hazards.  During any trail run, there‘s a good 

chance that parts of the upper will rub against rocks, thick 

pine needles, fallen branches, and all manner of sticks or 

twigs that get jammed into the top of the foot or lodged 

between the toes.  Some of these hazards would potentially 

cause punctures or loose seams with long-term use.  Vi-

bram‘s solution to this concern is the use of kangaroo 

leather on the upper of the KSO Trek. 

     Kangaroo leather is a pretty amazing material—it‘s 

incredibly soft and smooth to the touch, and feels like vel-

vet against your skin.  It is very thin with outstanding 

breathability but is as strong and tear-resistant as tradi-

tional cowhide.  The specific kangaroo leather Vibram uses 

is called K-100, which provides excellent water resistance 

and a ―Microblok‖ anti-microbial treatment to help with 

the inevitable stench factor.  However, it‘s also a material 

choice that stirred up a bit of controversy when it was 

originally announced. 

     Although kangaroo products are a traditional commod-

ity in the Southern Hemisphere, animal rights‘ proponents 

in various locales have objected to its use over the years.  

As recently as 2007, it was illegal to buy or sell kangaroo 

products in my home state of California, but today, kanga-

roo meat and leather goods are commonly exported all over 

the world.  Although they‘re much cuter than North Ameri-

can cattle, kangaroos essentially serve a similar industrial 

need Down Under—and in much of Australia, they are 

seasonally hunted like deer (because for obvious reasons,  

tablets and freezing seem to keep the odor at bay.  Even 

this is just a temporary solution; the smell returns after 

one or two runs.  The odor problem is not an issue for run-

ning.  The problem arises at the gym.  The smell is very 

noticeable up to about a six foot radius.  This causes me to 

hesitate when wearing them in close quarters.  It‘s not a 

deal-breaker, but I do consider it to be a major problem. 

     In conclusion, I would rate Vibram‘s FiveFingers KSOs 

as very good to excellent.  There is room for some improve-

ment, but these shoes stand as the current best shoe option 

for barefoot runners needing some protection.  This shoe 

will work well for most people, but it may be useful to try 

them on before ordering.  The individual toe pockets may 

not work for all feet.  Vibram could solve a few small issues 

with this shoe.  Otherwise, I would give this product my 

stamp of approval. O 

http://www.VibramFiveFingers.com
http://www.VibramFiveFingers.com
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2010/02/vibram-fivefingers-kso-trek-review.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2010/02/vibram-fivefingers-kso-trek-review.html
http://www.vibramfivefingers.com/products/products_kso_trek_m.cfm
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/08/vibram-fivefingers-kso-review.html
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they‘re harder to shoot than cattle) as a means of popula-

tion control.  Nevertheless, some Vibram users object to the 

notion of killing Kanga just to make a pair of foot cover-

ings. 

     Part of this probably has to do with the fact that many 

early Vibram adopters were the barefoot crowd—a group 

that has traditionally had a distinct Earth-loving, tree-

hugging, vegan, peacenik hippie element to it.  (Remember 

this ambush interview by the Raw Food folks?)  For that 

particular crowd, any animal products will be cause for 

protest—but if you‘re already a meat-eater or consumer of 

animal products, the use of kangaroo leather shouldn‘t be a 

moral issue for you.  (Sorry for the digression.  Stepping off 

my political soapbox now … ) 

     The middle of the Trek features a 4mm EVA midsole, 

which is a full 2mm thicker than the standard KSO.  It‘s a 

tangible increase in cushioning compared to the KSO—

which makes pure minimalist runners raise their eye-

brows—but I didn‘t notice any sacrifice in ground feel.  You 

can still detect every bump and pebble on the trail, but 

your foot feels more comfortable on all types of terrain. 

     Underfoot, the Trek makes a significant upgrade from 

the KSO by using a lightly cleated 4mm performance rub-

ber outsole for improved traction.  In my KSO review, the 

only performance-related drawback I encountered was 

some slippage on steep slopes with loose gravel.  I‘m very 

happy to report that the new outsole is more than adequate 

to take on that kind of terrain, as well as any other trail 

conditions you encounter. 

     My Treks happened to arrive right on the cusp of our 

rainy season, so I‘ve had plenty of opportunities to get 

them muddy and sloppy over the past several weeks.  I‘ve 

gone up and down rocky slopes, traversed muddy single 

tracks, and done quite a bit of rock-hopping back and forth 

across stream crossings.  While the knobby outsole isn‘t at 

the caliber of the grippiest shoes I‘ve ever worn (in my 

book, that‘s still La Sportiva‘s Wildcat and Crosslite, with 

the Salomon SpeedCross2 a close second), they perform as 

well as the majority of dedicated trail shoes out there. 

     From top to bottom, the KSO Trek is an outstanding 

improvement over the KSO for dedicated trail runners:  it‘s 

comfortable, durable, and rugged, and built to handle any 

type of terrain.  Best of all, despite all the augmentations 

to the shoe, somehow Vibram managed to keep the weight 

the same; the Treks weigh 5.7 oz each, identical to the 

original KSOs.  The only thing that‘s heavier about this 

model is the price. 

Above the clouds on top of the Salinas Valley; 
no trail is too difficult for Treks! 

     This has been another source of discussion among VFF 

users:  the retail price of $125, which is a significant in-

crease from the $85 KSOs.  Most of the inflation is attribu-

table to the upper—apparently high-performance kangaroo 

leather doesn‘t come cheap—and like all VFFs, there‘s no 

―500 mile rule‖ for midsole breakdown, so the $125 you 

spend for Treks should last you much longer than the same 

amount for a pair of traditional trainers.  But justified as 

the price point may be, it might be hard for some folks to 

embrace the benefits of ―barefoot‖ wear that costs more 

than most bulky or high-tech performance shoes. D 

Time to relax; Monterey Bay in far background 

* Product provided by Vibram USA. 

Walmart Aqua Socks 
Reviewed by Jason Robillard 

Shoe weight:  5 oz. each; 10 oz. per pair (approx.) 

Upper material:  Nylon; mesh (typical) 

Sole material:  EVA (typical) 

Sole thickness:  4mm-4.5mm (approx.) 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:  Wide 

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road/trail 

Mileage:  100-300 under normal use (more miles possible) 

Cost:  $8 

http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/08/apparel-sale-vibram-usa-ceo-video.html
http://www.runningandrambling.com/2009/08/vibram-fivefingers-kso-review.html
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W almart aqua socks (a.k.a. water shoes, water socks, 

aqua shoes, calzado acuático, or whatever you want 

to call them) are an often-recommended minimalist shoe 

for new and experienced barefoot/minimalist shoe runners.  

Do they live up to the hype? 

     To find out, I requested a pair from Walmart for this 

review.  After months of cutting through the bureaucratic 

red tape, I was on the verge of procuring a pair when their 

background check on me revealed that I am a pseudo-

officer in my professional trade union.  Instead of receiving 

a pair of aqua socks, I received a letter warning me that 

Walmart would eliminate all ―Barefoot Runner‖ positions 

in stores world-wide if I continued my subversive organized 

labor tactics. 

     Well, it appeared as though I would have to buy them 

myself.  I returned a garbage bag full of beer bottles (the 

benefit of Michigan‘s ten cent deposit on recyclable cans 

and bottles) to afford the steep $8 price tag.  We‘ll see how 

the 2010 incarnation of the Walmart Aqua Socks fare. 

     I‘m very familiar with Walmart aqua socks.  When I 

began my barefoot journey, I stumbled on the idea of using 

these on terrain that was too rough for barefoot running.  I 

bought about 10 pair of aqua socks from various stores, 

including four pair from Walmart. 

     Those early versions (circa 2006) weren‘t very good.   

They lasted about 150-200 miles, didn‘t fit well, and were 

butt-ass ugly.  Their single redeeming value—they were 

cheap.  At only $5, I could afford to buy A LOT.  As soon as 

one pair wore out, I could replace them with minimal ex-

pense. 

     I even ran a 50 mile trail ultra in these shoes.  It was 

during this experience that I fully realized the benefits and  

shortcomings of Walmart aqua socks. 

     The 2010 version isn‘t significantly different than the 

earlier version.  They now have a single Velcro tab that 

does nothing to modify the fit of the shoe.  It appears to 

have been added for aesthetics and differentiate the shoe 

from a slipper.  Like the old version, this model consists of 

a rubber sole with fairly aggressive traction and a stretchy 

fabric upper. 

     Sizing is tricky.  They are sold in a S, M, L, and XL ver-

sion, each with an approximate size.  I normally wear a 

size 11, so I chose the L (11/12 according to the tag on the 

shoe).  This size is too large, but the M is too small.  A good 

rule of thumb with any minimalist shoe—go with the lar-

ger size. 

Availability:  Seasonal at Walmart but may be found at 

other online retails such as www.SwimOutlet.com 

OEM:  www.Walmart.com 

Reviewed at:  www.BarefootRunningUniversity.com/

walmart_aqua_socks.htm 

     As I do with all minimalist shoes, I removed the insoles 

for testing.  I tried the shoe with socks and without.  I ran 

on asphalt, technical trails, non-technical trails, hills, an 

indoor track, on snow, and through a grassy field.  This 

testing period confirmed that the Walmart aqua sock has 

not changed in regards to function since my first experi-

ences a few years ago. 

Ground feel—This shoe ranks among the best I‘ve tested 

in regards to ground feel.  Without the insole, it ranks 

slightly better than Vibram‘s KSOs.  If ground feel is im-

portant, this would be an excellent shoe.  If you are looking 

for a shoe that offers superior protection, this shoe would 

be a poor choice.  I could easily feel every rock on the 

gravel roads. 

Price—They cost $8.  Do I need to say more? 

Potential for cold weather running—As of right now, I 

have not reviewed a shoe that works very well in snow.  

This shoe has fairly aggressive traction.  When paired with 

a thermal sock, it is one of the better winter shoes I‘ve 

tried.  Prior to finding KSOs and now Terra Plana‘s EVO, 

this was my preferred winter running shoe. 

Weight—Surprisingly, these are the lightest aqua socks I 

have found to date. 

Quality—They cost $8.  Do I need to say more?  Actually, I 

will make a few comments.  I averaged about 160 miles 

from my previous Walmart aqua socks.  The sole would 

wear through after about 200 miles on asphalt, but the 

upper had a tendency to fall apart earlier.  The 2010 ver-

sion suffers from the same lack of craftsmanship.  This is a 

poorly made product that is worth about $8. 

Fit—Unless you happen to have feet that fit perfectly in 

one of Walmart‘s four sizes, this will be problematic.  Aqua 

socks are good minimalist shoes because they are light and 

flexible.  They allow your foot to move in a natural way by 

clinging like a glove.  These particular aqua socks work 

more like huaraches—they are loosely held to your foot.  

Your foot will move around inside the shoe.  The inner lin-

ing may cause significant friction (i.e. blisters) as a result. 

Aesthetics—These are the ugliest of the aqua socks I have 

found.  They look very similar to bedroom slippers. 

Hills—This is related to fit but deserves it‘s own section.  

Running uphill in this shoe is not necessarily troublesome.  

Running downhill is.  The poor fit of this shoe allows your 

foot to slide forward inside the shoe.  This causes the top of 

your toes to strike the inside of the toe box.  Even though 

the shoe is constructed of a thin, flexible fabric, it causes 

enough impact force to cause blackened toenails.  This was 

the primary reason I switched to the better quality mini-

malist shoes (VFFs and EVOs). 

Performance in wet conditions—This shoe performs 

about the same as my KSOs.  If they get wet, they drain 

quickly and will dry within about 30 minutes if no socks 

are worn.  Wet weather performance is good, but a few 

other aqua socks perform better.  Some have drainage 

holes in the sole, which dramatically improve wet weather 

performance.  The Walmart aqua socks could benefit from 

that feature. 

My recommendation—This is not a good shoe.  However, 

the price makes it desirable to a few groups.  Brand new 

barefoot or minimalist shoe runners who are not running  

http://www.SwimOutlet.com
http://www.Walmart.com
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/walmart_aqua_socks.htm
http://barefootrunninguniversity.com/walmart_aqua_socks.htm
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significant mileage could use these instead of making an 

investment in the pricier options.  Road runners could use 

these if they do not encounter many hills.  Trail runners 

should avoid this particular aqua sock unless the fit is per-

fect. 

     Aqua socks can be a very good option.  I will be review-

ing another aqua sock in the near future (produced by 

Wave Runner).  It is only $2 more than the Walmart ver-

sion but offers many significant improvements.  If you de-

cide to try aqua socks, shop around.  The Walmart version 

should be a last resort. D 

N ot too long ago, I was asked what I thought about a 

shoe from a company called ZEM.  At the time I had 

zero knowledge of the company and its shoes, so I con-

tacted them to see if I could get a pair for review.  They 

were very quick to respond and graciously agreed to send 

me two different models to try out for you guys.  I have 

been wearing them basically non-stop, since they arrived 

two weeks ago, and these are my initial thoughts with 

more to come as I continue to log the miles in them. 

Per the website: 

     ZEMs provide you with enough protection to do what 

you want safely, but ZEMs are designed so that your foot 

can move naturally inside the shoe. 

     ZEM outsoles have a soft rubber bottom designed to 

give you traction.  The high-frequency tech-bands over the 

arch of your foot flex with the natural movement of your 

feet that also help to secure the foot in the ZEM.  Our 4-

way stretch Lycra/Spandex material and secure top collar 

are designed for wet or dry play, so feel free to go from wa-

ter to land without taking them off. 

     ZEMs are designed for movement training and ZEMs 

can help you re-awaken your connection to your feet.  Sim-

ply put, more movement equals more control. 

                Playa Low                                              Ninja Low 

 

     The ZEM shoes come in two styles with two options per 

style.  They are all black with color options coming in the 

form of colored straps over the top of the foot.  They also 

have a kid‘s version, which is a nice option..  The adult 

models all retail at $29.90 with the kids coming in at 

$26.90, a pretty great deal.  The Ninja is a split toe martial 

arts style shoe that has the big toe separated in its own toe 

pocket while the other four toes are grouped together.  The 

Ninja is available in a low and high ankle style.  The sec-

ond style is called the Playa, and it is a mono-toed shoe 

that also comes in the high and low versions.  I find both to 

be very comfortable and very different than any other 

minimal shoe I have ever tried. 

     I have logged nearly 50 miles in the Ninja, and I have 

been very impressed, which is what this review will focus 

on with thoughts on the Playa to come.  The rubber on the 

sole of the ZEMs is not as dense as the rubber on the Vi-

bram FiveFingers so it is much more flexible and allows a 

great deal more feedback from the ground.  I would say 

this is by far the most barefoot I have ever felt in a shoe.  

The big toe separation allows me some of the toe move-

ment that my VFFs do, and that is a very nice feel.  There 

is more than enough room in the toe box for my four 

grouped toes to move naturally and not touch each other if 

they don‘t want to.  My first run in these was in the rain, 

and I did develop a couple of small blisters on my instep, 

but that could have been caused by a number of factors. 

                      Sole                                                   Inner Seams 

ZEM 
Reviewed by Jimmy Hart 

Shoe weight:  1-2 oz. each; 2-4 oz. per pair (approx.) 

Upper material:  4-way stretch Lycra 

Sole material:  Outsole—traction rubber; insole—heel gel 

pad (removable) 

Sole thickness:  -1mm (without insole) 

Flexibility:  Extremely 

Width at toe box:   

Heel height:  Zero heel/sole differential 

Terrain:  Road 

Mileage:  Undetermined 

Cost:  $29.90 

Availability:  In stock 

OEM:  www.ZEMGear.com 

Reviewed at:  www.GoBarefooting.com > Search ZEM 

http://gobarefooting.files.wordpress.com/2010/07/playa-lo-aqua-lg.jpg
http://gobarefooting.files.wordpress.com/2010/07/ninja-lo-black-silver-lg.jpg
http://gobarefooting.files.wordpress.com/2010/07/imag0100.jpg
http://gobarefooting.files.wordpress.com/2010/07/imag0101.jpg
http://www.ZEMGear.com
http://www.gobarefooting.com
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     The one that I thought would be the main reason is the 

way the sole is attached to the upper.  The upper comes 

down and rolls under to attach to the bottom of the shoe.  I 

could feel this seam on the inside of the shoe for that first 

run, and it is what caused the blister, along with wet skin.  

I had reservations about this seam, but after that first run 

I no longer feel it at all, and I have had no further issues 

with blisters.  My advice is to wear them around a little 

before you run in them to soften the material at the seam      

The sole is incredibly comfortable and extremely minimal.  

I have found myself out on runs forgetting that I am not 

barefoot.  The sole is 3mm thick, which is the same as a 

few models of VFFs, but as I mentioned before, the sole is 

softer and more flexible, so it gives a completely different 

feel.  I feel every step and honestly receive so much feed-

back that I do not see much of a difference between these 

and being bare.  The biggest difference of course is the fact 

that my foot is protected, and I do not fear rubbing my skin 

raw at any time.  Knowing that the sole is a softer rubber 

than VFFs and feeling so much, I have purposely stepped 

on just about everything I found on the trails to see how 

they felt, and the shoes keep sharp things from cutting me.  

This includes glass, nails, rocks, and a piece of metal I 

came across while running.  Yes, I put my valuable feet at 

risk, but these shoes held up great and kept me safe. 

     I had read in a few forums that the soles on these shoes 

are not durable and therefore not a good option as a run-

ning shoe.  I have a few thoughts on that.  The first one is 

that minimal shoes are held to an insane standard.  Any 

runner in conventional shoes is told to swap out their shoes 

every 300-500 miles and at $100 or more a pair!  Still no 

one really questions or gets upset about it.  If a minimal 

shoe doesn‘t last 1,000 miles, they are considered to be sub 

par.   I have no idea how this came to be, but I think it 

should be left behind.  After the miles I‘ve put on the 

Ninja‘s ,I can see some slight wear but nothing other than 

some scuffing.  I had also read some complaints about how 

the sole attaches to the upper and that it touches the 

ground so it‘s a bad shoe that won‘t last.  Based on my time 

in the shoes, I would disagree with one big concession:  

form.  A runner with a clean form will find that these shoes 

will last quite a long time.  By clean form, I mean that you 

pick your foot up and put it down without any dragging of 

your foot.  If you scuff along, I would not expect these shoes 

to give you more than 100 miles of running because they 

just are not designed for that.  If you have a clean form, I 

do not see why you cannot easily get 500 or more miles out 

of a pair, which makes them an outstanding buy at $30.  

For the record, the pictures in this post were taken last 

night after logging nearly 50 miles, and as you can see, 

there really is little to no wear on them. 

     The upper is very comfortable, and the tech bands that 

wrap over the foot keep the shoe on really well without 

squeezing too much.  The top collar hugs the ankle very 

nicely and does not let anything in.  I have purposely run 

through some sand courts in a park, and I had zero sand in 

my shoes when I got home.  My only complaint about the 

upper is that it holds water a little more than I would like, 

so it takes awhile to dry.  It‘s not a big issue, and out in the 

hot Texas sun ,it has actually come in handy.  I was able to 

run through a couple of puddles the other day, and the 

shoes staying slightly wet helped keep my feet nice and 

cool.  The breathability is pretty good, and I have yet to feel 

like my feet are hot in these shoes, either on a run or just  

MINIMALIST SHOES OF THE FUTURE—The models 

featured in this edition are not the only minimalist foot-

wear options out there, but they are among the most 

sought out.  There are many promising models getting 

ready to hit the market in early 2011, shoes like the Mini-

mus/MT10 from New Balance.  Running shoe manufactur-

ers are starting to take notice and developing minimalist 

footwear based on the demands from minimalist runners.  

We are making a difference, for the better, in the lives of 

many people.  Let‘s continue to keep the heat on to ensure 

we do not fall back to ―the old way‖ of doing business. D 

Minimus hack job 

wearing them all day.  I‘ve worn them to work, out on my 

parents‘ farm, and just going to see a movie.  I found the 

ZEMs to be great for all of these activities as well as for 

running. 

     I have run sprints, long distance, lifted weights, done 

agility drills, and hit the track, grass, mud, and pavement 

in these shoes with great results.  I find this to be ex-

tremely impressive ,since these booties were not designed 

for any of this.  This is a beach shoe originally designed to 

protect the feet out on the sand, more specifically while 

playing volleyball.  Much like Vibram a few years ago, 

ZEM is finding their products being used for much more 

than they ever imagined, since goofball barefoot runners 

like me are out logging miles in them.  The truth is that 

the choices in truly minimal shoes is very limited, and as 

minimalist runners we are all just looking for anything 

that works, so something like the ZEM booties are very 

appealing to us.  With that recognition, ZEM is already 

accepting the challenge to improve on what is already a 

great product by working with top-level runners like Dr. 

Jeffrey Stamp and now yours truly to develop a minimal 

running shoe.  I will definitely keep you all posted on those 

developments as they come in. 

     ZEM stands for Zone of Endless Motion, and I believe 

they have created a shoe that achieves that.  There is zero 

limitation of foot movement or function in these booties.  In 

fact, I would dare say that they do such a great job of not 

limiting the foot that you might not remember you have 

them on.  To say that of a shoe while you‘re running in it is 

a pretty cool thing. D 

[Note:  ZEM is in the process of designing a sole specifi-

cally suited for running on rough surfaces.  Stay tuned.] 


